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ABSTRACT 
Undergraduate admissions in the United States is a multibillion dollar industry 
involving families, higher education institutions, journalists, testing companies, test 
preparation companies, private consultants, marketing firms, high school guidance 
counselors, high school teachers, coaches, financial advisors, and publicly funded 
programs. Pushing all of the citizens ofthe United States towards postsecondary 
education has been a goal of many presidents. In an effort to achieve this goal, colleges 
and universities utilize wait lists so that no seat goes unfilled. 
Five high school guidance counselors, ten students and one of their parents, and 
ten college and university admissions personnel participated in this study. The students 
and parents all come from one private high school in the northeast. Guidance counselors 
from one public and one private high school participated. The interviews with ten 
admissions personnel include four-year public and private colleges and universities in the 
United States. Qualitative methods consisted of audio-recorded interviews, which were 
later transcribed and coded. Data were analyzed for common themes and were found 
among each of the population groups. 
Vll 
There are four noteworthy findings. Students want wait lists to exist because they 
provide an opportunity for acceptance that would otherwise not exist. Parents want wait 
lists to exist, but they want policy reform that requires colleges and universities to be 
consistent in their communication. High school counselors call for more transparency and 
information regarding how college and university admissions offices create wait lists and 
how students are chosen for enrollment from the wait lists. Lastly, college admissions 
representatives primarily use wait lists to meet enrollment targets, but may also use wait 
lists to keep acceptance percentages lower, increase yield percentages, and admit only 
viable fmancial candidates. These fmdings suggest that the NACAC Statement of 
Principles of Good Practice needs revision to include more guidelines about 
communication with wait-listed students and their families, a need for Masters Programs 
that lead to certification as a high school counselor to include a course on college 
admissions counseling, a need for the US News and World Report to eliminate acceptance 
percentages as an evaluative measure of quality in its college rankings. 
V111 
Table of Contents 
Chapter 1 The Research Problem .. ... . .. . . . . . ... .. . . . .. . .... . .. . . . .. . . . . ........ .. ......... 1 
Background ofthe Problem .... ... . . .. . ....... . ... ... .. .............. ... .. .. .... .... 1 
Statement of the Problem ... ..... ..... .... .. .. . .. . ....... .. ... . .. .... .... . . . . ... ... 5 
Purpose of the Study. .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9 
Significance of the Study .................. .. ... .. ... . ........ . . .. . . ..... .. . . .. ... 9 
Background of Researcher .............. .. .............. . .. . .... . : .... ... ... . .... 1 0 
Chapter 2 Review of the Literature . ....... . . . .... . ..... . .......... .. ... . ..... ............ . 11 
Introduction. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11 
College Admissions ..... ... .. . ... .. . .. .... .. .. . . .. ... . . . . .. . . . . .. ... ..... .. ... .. .. 12 
US News and World Report Rankings . . ...... ....... ... . . .. .... ... . ..... ....... 12 
Admissions Decisions ... ..... ... ... ....... . ..... . . ........ ....... . .... .. ... .. . . . . . 17 
NACAC .. ... . ....... . .... .. .. .... ......... ... .... ........... .. . .. . .......... ........ 20 
The Student Applicant . . .................. ... ........ .. ... ..... .. ...... ........... 23 
Adolescent Development . . .. ... . ... ...... . .. .. . ....... . ...... ... ........ ... ...... 23 
Role of the Parent ... . .......... . . . ... . .... . . . ............ . ..... . ...... . .......... . 25 
Stress .. .. ... .......... .. . .. . .... ............... .. .... . . . . . .. . ... . ......... ... .. . .... . 28 
Chapter 3 Research Methods .... ................. .... .. .... .... .. . ... .. . .. ........... . ...... 34 
Introduction . . ........ . .. ..... . . ... . . . . .. . ... . .. . . ............ . .. ..... . .... . ......... 34 
Students .. ....... ..... .. ...... ... . .......... . ... . . ..... . .......... . . . .... .. ... .... .... 34 
Parents .. . ... .. .......... .. . . . . . .. . ..... .. . . .... . .. ..... . . . . ..... .. . . .. .. . .... . .... ... 37 
IX 
High School Counselors . ................ ... .. . .. .. ..... ... .... .... ... .. . ........ . 39 
College Admissions Representatives ... ...... . ..... ... .... . ... . ................ 41 
Chapter 4 Results .. ..... ..... ... ........ ..... .. ... .. .. ...... ... ........... ...... ....... ...... .......................... 44 
High School Guidance Counselors .. .. ... . ... .. ... .... .. . ........... . ....... .... 44 
Students .. .............. . ... .. ... ... ......... . ...... ... .............................. 49 
Parents .. ...... ....... . . ...... . . ............ . . . . ... .. ........... ....... .. . ... . ....... 57 
College Admissions Representatives ......... .. ....... . . .. ..... ..... . ..... ..... 62 
Chapter 5 Conclusions .... .. ...... . ... ......... ............. .... . . .. .... ..... . . ............ ... .. 68 
Relevance ..... . . . .. .. . . .. .. ...... . ....... : . . ... ...... ......... ..... . ... ...... . ...... . 68 
Recommendations ...... . .. ....... ... . . . . .. ... . ... .... . . ..... . . .. .............. ... .. 72 
First Recommendation: ASCA Policy Change .. ..... . .. . ... ..... . ............. 72 
Second Recommendation: NACAC Policy Change ...... ... ... .. ................ . 75 
Third Recommendation: US News and World Report Policy Change .... . 79 
The Need for More Research . ....... . ........ ... ............. . ... ... ............ 82 
Appendices .............................. . .............. . ....... . .......... . .. . ................. . .... 83 
Appendix A: Informed Consent for Guidance Counselors . ... ........... .... 83 
Appendix B: Informed Consent for Students Age 18 ......... ........... .... 86 
Appendix C: Informed Consent for Students Age 17 ............... ... ...... 89 
Appendix D: Informed Consent for Parents .................................. . 92 
Appendix E: Email to Guidance Counselors ................................ .. 95 
Appendix F: Email for Student Referrals . . .. . . . .......... .. .... . .............. 98 
Appendix G: Email Sent to Admissions Representatives ...... . ...... . ...... 99 
X 
Appendix H: Letter to Parents and Students .... .. .... . . . ... . .... . ..... ...... 100 
Appendices I-J: Interview Guides for Students .............................. 101 
Appendix K: Interview Guide for Parents .......... ......... . ... ... ..... ..... 103 
Appendix L: Interview Guide for Guidance Counselors .. . ........ . . . . .... 104 
Appendix M: Interview Guide for Admissions Representatives ......... . 105 
References .......................... . ..................... . . ... .............. ...... ...... ....... ... . 106 
Vita ...... .................... ... . . ........ .. .. .... .. . .... . ... ....... .. ... .. . . ....... ...... ....... ..... 112 
Xl 
List of Tables 
Table 1: The College Board Wait List Numbers p. 2 
Table 2: NACAC: State ofCollege Admissions Report 2010, 2011 p. 8 
Table 3: US News and World Report Categories to Determine Rankings p. 15 
Table 4: Wait List Policy Details, Data from NACAC Staff Report p. 21 
Table 5: Where Students Were Wait-Listed p. 22 
Table 6: Wait List Acceptance Averages 2007-2010 from NACAC p. 23 
Table 7: Student Response Time for Wait List Acceptance p. 52 
Xll 
List of Figures 
Figure 1: US News and World Report Ranking Organization 
Figure 2: Demand and Supply Theory 
Xlll 
p. 16 
p. 72 
Chapter 1: The Research Problem 
Background of the Problem 
On February 24, 2009, in his address to the Congress and country, President 
Obarna announced his educational goal for the citizens ofthe United States: "By 2020, 
America will once again have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world. 
That is a goal we can meet" (NY Times). With over four billion dollars of funding, Race 
to the Top spurred a competition between states to contend with one another in creating 
the most plausible and thought out plans to reach President Obama's goal of having the 
most college educated citizens in the world. 
President Obama's goal for college completion coupled with the struggling 
economy generated more higher education applicants1 than ever before. With 
unemployment rates peaking at over fifteen percent (http://www.ncsl.org/?tabid=l3308) 
in some areas in the country (Nevada having the highest rates), nontraditional adult 
students are going back to school as well. Some are fmishing the four-year degrees they 
started, while others are earning their bachelor's degrees in another field with the hope of 
fmding work in a sector that is more stable. At the same time, students graduating from 
high school in today's world truly need a bachelor's degree and beyond. 
Universities report higher and higher application numbers year after year. Part of 
that increase is due to a greater percentage of high school graduates applying to college 
. and part is due to each applicant applying to more universities than ever before: 
"Convergences of emerging technologies, elevated professional credentialing 
1 Individuals who are graduating high school and looking to matriculate to four year universities 
and colleges immediately after graduation. 
1 
requirements and demographic shifts have resulted in record numbers of applications 
being submitted to college and universities" (Richardson, 2008, p. 382). As a result, the 
likelihood of an applicant enrolling in any one of the universities to which he or she has 
applied has dropped because the applicant typically has more options. Universities try to 
predict yield2 and admit a number that will produce the desired yield to fill the dorms and 
the classrooms. In an effort to guarantee the desired enrollment for the freshman class, 
universities utilize wait lists3. If the desired enrollment is not met through enrollments by 
those initially accepted (i.e. through yield), the admissions office will go to the wait list 
and accept students off the wait list until the freshmen class is filled. 
Recent headlines from various media sources have highlighted the wait list 
phenomenon. Schools report record numbers of students wait listed each year. 
Universities have wait lists as insurance policies so that they can reach their desired 
enrollment figures . However, the number of students who "wait" on these wait lists 
greatly exceeds the number of students who would ever be accepted off of them. A 
survey done by The College Board captured the wait list trend across the country in 2002, 
showed the following trend: 
2 American colleges and universities accept more students than they need to fill a freshmen class . 
The yield is the percentage of accepted students who decide to enroll. 
3 Applicants are not given an acceptance or denial from the university or college. Instead, they are 
told that they have the option of remaining on a wait list if they send correspondence to the 
university or college expressing interest in remaining on the wait list. If a university or college 
does not reach the desired yield, applicants will be taken off the wait list and offered admission. 
2 
Year #of Colleges and Universities #of Wait Listed # Accepted from 
Using Wait Lists Students Wait List 
1998 388 95,791 12,300 (12.8%) 
2002 449 133,222 15,135 (11.3%) 
Table 1: The College Board Watt List Numbers 
The National Association of College Admissions Counselors (NACAC4) is an 
organization of 11,000 admissions professionals who chose to become part of this 
organization in an effort to provide consistent university admissions policies across all 
member institutions. NACAC aims to promote "high professional standards that foster 
ethical and social responsibility" and has a fifteen-page document outlining the principles 
of ethical behavior that members must follow (www.nacac.org). However, industry 
professionals have noted this alarming trend: 
Policy changes at any college have consequences for a wide range of institutions. 
Increasingly, some admissions deans say, no college feels obliged to conform to 
previously accepted standards because they have the impression that none of 
their peer institutions are either (Toor, 2004). 
Without widespread adherence to the guidelines set and agreed upon by these institutions 
as a premise of their membership, a cohesive process is lacking for students to rely upon 
when applying for higher education. 'Likely Letters' are an example of where the rules 
are being bent. NACAC outlines acceptable forms of decisions: acceptances, rejections 
and wait lists. Now, schools like the University of Richmond, send out ' likely letters.' 
These letters typically arrive sometime in March before final decisions are made but after 
admissions offices have almost finalized their lists of admitted students. ·The letters state 
4 TheN ational Association of College Admissions Counselors is an international organization 
with over 11 ,000 members that provides guiding principles and ethical standards for university 
and college admissions professionals. It has regional affiliates and holds an annual conference 
for professional development. 
3 
that admission to the college or university is 'likely' but not guaranteed. The likely letters 
are an attempt on the institution's part to keep the applicant interested while waiting for 
the official notice. This adds to the complexity of the application process for the students 
because it adds to their hopes of acceptance without providing a definite answer. Since 
these likely letters are not binding, an institution could still issue a rejection, leaving the 
applicant more confused and devastated because the acceptance seemed inevitable. 
The ethical guidelines defme policies such as early action5 and regular decision as 
well as suggest proper protocols for financial aid offices. The two regulations regarding 
wait lists state that wait list students should be offered admission by August 1st and 
students should not pay to remain on a wait list. Rachel Toor, a researcher in the field of 
higher education admissions, and author of several books on selective colleges and 
universities across the United States created a "Devil's Dictionary" of definitions related 
to admissions. The one on wait lists offers insights into the feelings of those wait listed: 
wait list n. 1. a list of extremely well-qualified applicants who, if they lived in a 
different part of the country, went to a less competitive high school, had been 
born to more-savvy parents, had their application read earlier than 3 a.m., or had a 
last name that started with a different letter of the alphabet, would have been 
admitted to a college 2. a list of fine but ordinary applicants whom an admissions 
committee does not want to tum down outright because such an action is likely to 
send a wrong message to the high school that prepared the applicant (the right 
message: We want more like this, but better) 3. a list of applicants who are 
substantially below the quality of those admitted, but who cannot for political 
reasons be denied (Toor, 2001). 
A review of the literature illustrated the lack of academic research on the subject of wait 
lists in higher education. Although wait list policies and numbers have graced the 
5 One of several methods to choose from when applying to an American university or college; 
applicants apply earlier in the application cycle, usually by November 1st and receive the decision 
earlier; applicants are not bound to attend the institution if they are accepted. 
4 
headlines of many newspapers, most frequently those of The Chronicle of Higher 
Education, they typically provide wait list highlights of one or two universities and offer 
personal opinions on what should be done. There is a lack of any real academic literature 
on the subject. With more high school graduates applying to college, with President 
Obama requesting citizens to make a commitment to education by going to college, with 
college applicants applying to more schools than ever before, it is the perfect time to start 
looking deeper into the admissions process and the use of wait lists. 
Statement of the Problem 
With government incentives for high schools to increase the percentage of their 
students who are college bound, more careers requiring a college degree, and subsidized 
government loans, the demand for a college education has increased greatly while the 
supply of not-for-profit colleges and universities has remained relatively stable 
(Richardson, 2008). In addition, the increased instability in the economy has ignited an 
increase in the average number of colleges to which students typically apply, because 
parents and students are unsure of what financial aid will be offered and what their family 
will actually be able to afford. 
The departure of a senior class from secondary education to college life affects a 
large portion of society. Parents plan for the financial impact, students spend a year 
writing essays, taking standardized tests, and visiting campuses. College admissions 
representatives travel across the country pitching the superiority of their schools to all 
others in a mad dash to recruit the most desirable candidates. 
The increase in college applications is not just a consequence of a change in 
5 
behavior by applicants. Application fees are a multimillion-dollar business. As 
Steinberg (20 1 0) observes, "Wherever it is raining applications, colleges have helped 
seed the clouds- by recruiting widely and aggressively for ever more applicants" (p. 1 ). 
One college, for example, indicates that it can earn more than seven million dollars in 
application fees (conversation with an admissions representative from the college). It is 
not alone. Colleges and universities across the country recruit heavily to increase 
applications. Increased applications have benefits that are twofold: increased revenue · 
and a lower acceptance rate. A lower acceptance rate represents an increased level of 
competitiveness for admission, and therefore, a higher ranking in the US News and World 
Report. Higher rankings in the US News and World Report correlate with an increase in 
applications the following year (Ehrenberg, 2005). 
Even extremely competitive schools look to increase their applications. Recently, 
the University of Chicago hired a new vice president of emollment, Mr. James Nondorf, 
who had a reputation from previous places of employment for spiking application 
numbers. When Mr. Nondorfunveiled the new marketing image for University of 
Chicago, and it became clear that the University of Chicago was eliminating its famous 
"Uncommon Application" (the nickname the University of Chicago gave its application 
because of the unique essay questions) in an attempt to increase appeal to a wider range 
of applicants, a protest erupted on the campus. Instead of priding itself on rigorous 
academics, the focus shifted to show that it, too, could be a place where students have 
'fun'. Pamphlets that previously showed students in academic settings were replaced 
with marketing materials of them playing football in the quad and conversing over coffee 
6 
in a coffeehouse (Ehrenberg, 2005). Bigger application numbers would not only mean 
greater revenue in application fees, but also an image of increased selectivity. The lower 
acceptance rate would help move the University of Chicago to an even more competitive 
ranking in US News and World Rankings. 
The combination of students applying to more schools and admissions 
representatives recruiting to larger populations has complicated the process of yield 
prediction. College admissions offices struggle more now to accurately predict who may 
actually decide to enroll. Wait lists allow admission deans to guard against under 
enrolling and over enrolling the freshmen class. At the same time, wait lists do not reject 
qualified applicants, which colleges and universities argue gives the applicants 
recognition of their years of hard work in high school. 
A wait-listed applicant has the choice to remain on the wait list. If the applicant 
decides to remain on the wait list, additional materials can be sent to the college to further 
enhance the application. A problem arises when a college accepts off its wait list 
students who have already enrolled at other colleges. Students who decide to accept the 
wait list offer instead of attending the schools to which they have already been 
accepted-and in which they have already enrolled-would forfeit their deposits. In 
addition, they would be competing for financial aid from a pool already depleted by 
students accepted before them. 
On March 31st decisions are distributed, falling into the categories of admit, deny, 
and wait list. The month of April consists of students depositing at schools and making a 
choice. For some students this is harder than others because their admissions decisions do 
7 
not fall neatly into the category of accept or deny. Students with wait list decisions are 
depositing at one school while strategically planning on how to be accepted off the wait 
list at another. Some of these students are wait-listed at their most preferred college. 
Making a decision of where to enroll, among the less desirable options, is more 
complicated because these students still hold on to the hope that they will be accepted off 
of the wait list at the preferable college. 
As previously stated, thousands of students are wait listed at schools of varying 
academic rigor. Table 2 depicts the percentage of four-year institutions (approximately 
1850 participated in this survey) that used wait lists. The trend continues to indicate an 
increase in the number of institutions that use wait lists and a decrease in the percentage 
of students who are accepted from the wait lists. 
Application Cycle Year % oflnstitutions Utilizing % of Students Accepted 
Wait Lists from Wait Lists 
Fall2008 35% 30% 
Fall2009 39% 34% 
Fall2010 48% 28% 
Table 2: NACAC: State ofCollege Admission Report 2011,2010 
Wait lists, themselves, are a reaction to a volatile applicant pool. If an admissions 
office over enrolls a class, availability of classes and professors becomes an issue. If an 
admissions office under enrolls a class, institutions that are tuition-reliant find themselves 
in a budget pitfall. However, the very small proportion of wait-listed students who are 
later admitted lacks justification. If just over 28% (www.nacac.net) of wait-listed students 
later receive an acceptance, it is arguable that the size of wait lists causes undue angst for 
thousands of applicants in limbo who truly do not have a realistic chance of acceptance. 
Colleges and universities argue that they need to make sure they can round out their 
8 
marching bands or soccer teams or physics majors. The question remains if that is 
enough justification to leave these families in limbo until less than a month before the 
students leave for college. 
Purpose of the Study 
The first purpose of this study was to explore high school seniors' and their 
parents' experiences of being selected as wait-list candidates for a university that they are 
interested in attending. Second, was to understand the high school guidance counselors' 
perspectives on the trends of wait-list decisions and how these decisions impact 
counselors and students. The third purpose was to understand how admissions offices 
utilize wait lists and how they select students to accept from the wait list. The data from 
this study highlighted patterns in universities' wait-list policies and their effect on 
students, parents, and guidance counselors. 
Significance of the Study 
Currently, there have been no studies focused on high school applicants who 
receive undergraduate wait-list decisions. How the students and parents experience the 
wait list and the impact it has on the families have not been studied. Understanding the 
experiences of these students and their parents gave insight into how college admissions 
representatives and guidance counselors can work more effectively with students when 
dealing with wait-list decisions. 
Guidance counselors talked about wait-list trends and describe various strategies 
on how to strategize to gain acceptance from a wait list. Parents and students shared their 
perspectives on how wait-lists affect the college application and selection process. 
9 
Admissions representatives explained the wait-list policies of their institutions and how 
students are selected for admission from the wait list. By interviewing guidance 
counselors, admissions representatives and wait-listed students and parents, this study 
began to give a glimpse into a largely undocumented and unknown wait-list process. 
Background of the Researcher 
This study relates directly to my position as a high school guidance and college 
counseling director. I studied psychology with a sociology minor at Villanova University 
for my undergraduate degree and earned a Masters of Education in School Counseling at 
Bridgewater State University. Since 2004, I have worked in the field of high school 
guidance counseling. For the last five, I have served as a director of guidance, with the 
majority of my time focused on college admissions counseling. My experience with wait 
lists motivated me to focus my dissertation on the subject because of the ambiguity and 
mystery behind this admission strategy. 
10 
Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction 
An extensive search for literature on the topic of "wait list" or "waitlist" or "wait-
list" unveiled no peer reviewed research literature on the subject. With the assistance of 
two librarians at Boston University, two tenured professors, and a graduate assistant, I 
still did not locate any research studies on the subject. As a result, the boundaries of the 
literature review expanded to higher education admissions in the United States and how 
this experience is processed by adolescents and their parents. 
The first section of the literature review, College Admissions, provides important 
information about what factors influence admissions decisions. Three types of influences 
that affect college admissions offices are described here: rankings, institutional interests, 
and the National Association of College Admissions Counselors. By understanding these 
three factors, it becomes easier to understand the results of this wait list study. 
The second section of the literature review, The Student Applicant, details 
relevant information from the viewpoint of a high school senior. This section highlights 
the development stage of an eighteen year old, the role of the parent, and how stress 
comes into play. Acknowledging the mindset of a high school senior gives a clearer 
background of how the wait list is processed by the recipients. 
College Admissions 
US. News and World Rankings 
11 
College and universities across the United States are ranked in numerous ways. 
Searching a Barnes and Noble bookstore, I found a significant-sized section filled with 
books related to the college application process: SAT Prep books, ACT Prep books, AP 
Prep books, books that rank colleges in terms of competitiveness, party scenes, 
attractiveness of the student body, and value of education. These guides are written by 
professors, college consultants, test preparation companies, former admissions personnel 
and guidance counselors. 
Parents and students use college rankings books and magazines to help them 
determine which schools are more selective in admissions. The most commonly 
recognized ranking is that published by the US. News and World Report. Every year, the 
best-selling edition ofthe US. News and World Report is the college rankings edition 
(Ehrenberg, 2005). This report has now become an expected and awaited ritual of the fall 
application season, so much so that, "Each year immediately before and after the 
USNWR college rankings issue hits the newsstand, stories about the USNWR rankings 
appear in virtually every major newspaper in the United States" (Ehrenberg 2005, p. 30). 
In 1996, 2.3 million copies ofthe US. News and World Report college ranking edition 
were sold; combine that total with Money' s college ranking issue, and all other magazines 
that provide annual college ranking editions and the figure jumps to 6.7 million 
magazines sold (McDonough, Antonio & Walpole, 1998). 
Researchers noticed the staggering numbers of magazines purchased and 
investigated the role these rankings play. With approximately three thousand four-year 
12 
colleges and universities in the United States, McDonough decided to embark on research 
study to see how the rankings influenced emollment decisions. He found that, 
Individuals who are focused on a college degree's conversion potential for 
occupational and graduate school attainment will find rankings useful as they seek 
to assure themselves that the colleges they can gain access to are of an 
"acceptable" ranking and likely to position them for these future opportunities. 
(McDonough et al, 1998, p. 516) 
When 220,000 college freshmen from over 425 universities and colleges across the US 
were asked if they found those rankings to be important when they were applying to 
college, over 40% said they did hold some value (McDonough et al, 1998). Who makes 
up this forty percent? The students who are most likely to seriously study the US. News 
and World Report, according to McDonough: 
These students are more likely to be Asian-American, from high-income families, 
and from families with college-educated parents. They are also more likely to ask 
their high school teachers for advice, receive A grades in high school, and have 
intentions of getting doctoral, medical, or law degrees. (McDonough et al, 1998, 
523) 
The highest achieving students who are most concerned about their future appear to be 
the ones who are taking these rankings very seriously and leaning on them as a valid 
measure of quality education (McDonough et al, 1998). 
With millions of copies of college ranking magazines sold, it appears Americans 
are intrigued about where colleges and universities fall on the list (Ehrenberg, 2005). 
Understanding how the US News and World Report creates the rankings, gives insight 
into what is actually measured. In order for a school to appear in the US News and World 
Report, it must meet two criteria: accreditation and a four-year program. Colleges and 
universities are then divided into the categories of National and Regional and further into 
13 
Universities and Liberal Arts Colleges (colleges where over 50% ofthe majors are in the 
liberal arts arena). Figure 1 depicts this categorization. 
National Ranking ~ 
(Doctoral Programs & ~ 
/ Research Focused) ~ 
1,350 us 
Higher Ed. 
National Liberal Arts Colleges 
National Universities Rankings 
Institutions ~ Regional Liberal Arts Colleges Rankings 
~ Regional Rankings/ 
(Undergraduate & ~ 
Masters Programs) Regional Universities Rankings 
Figure 1: US News and World Ranking Organization 
US News and World Report created these categories in order for colleges and universities 
to be fairly compared to other institutions that offer similar programs. It would not be 
logical to compare a small liberal arts program that does not offer doctoral degrees 
against a large institution with some federal funding to support larger scale research 
studies. 
The universities and liberal arts colleges that appear in the National Rankings are 
evaluated differently than the universities and liberal arts colleges that appear in the 
Regional Rankings. The institutions in the National Rankings are evaluated on seven 
different scales whereas the institutions in the Regional Rankings are evaluated on six 
different scales. The charts below list the scales and the percentage weight given to each 
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scale, if known. Information was retrieved from the frequently asked questions page on 
rankings from the US News and World Report website. Phone calls and emails to the US 
News and World Report resulted in suggestions to see the frequently asked questions 
page of the website; therefore, the chart below remains incomplete. 
National Rankings Regional Rankings 
Scale Percentage Weight Percentage Weight 
Peer Assessment 22.5% (15% peer institution review, 25% (peer institutions 
7.5% high school counselors) only) 
Retention/Graduation 20% 25% 
of Students 
Faculty Resources 20% 
Student Selectivity 15% 15% 
Financial Resources 
Alumni Giving 
Graduation Rate 7.5% N/A 
Performance 
Table 3: US News and World Report Categones to Determme Rankings 
Every few years, the US. News and World Report adjusts its ranking system. The 
ranking is determined by frequently changing formulas that include the previous year's 
entering class average SAT scores (student selectivity), the average salary of faculty, 
faculty-student ratios (faculty resources), and the opinions of peer institutions on the 
reputation of the college (Ehrenberg, 2005). Given the manner in which the US. News 
and World Report calculates its list, it is not uncommon for colleges and universities to 
find themselves at one rank one year and a different rank the next. The rankings are 
constantly evolving. US News and World Report adjusts the weight of different scales 
based on the feedback they get from consulting companies and research studies. 
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Colleges and universities participate in the US. News and World Report rankings 
because, according to a study by Monks and Ehrenberg, there appears to be a correlation 
between where a school exists on the rankings and their sustainability. 
Our analyses suggest than an increase in a selective private institution's U.S. 
News rank (a move to a less favorable ranking) leads the institution to accept a 
greater percentage of its applicants (an increase in its admit rate); that a smaller 
percentage of its admitted pool of applicants then matriculates (a decrease in its 
yield); and that the resulting entering class is oflower quality, as measured by 
average SAT scores (Monks & Ehrenberg, 1999, p. 49). 
In other words, a college's number in rank is not just a desired marketing tool, but 
possibly a predictor of what the admissions picture will look like for the following year. 
With the suggestion that the US News and World Report can affect application numbers, 
it is a possibility that colleges and universities look at what criteria are used to determine 
ranking. 
Some colleges and universities put in effort to strengthen some of the criteria they 
are evaluated on. One year, Cornell University spent the time, money and energy to 
purge its alumni database of all individuals who did not actually graduate (Monks & 
Ehrenberg, 1999). By doing this, Cornell increased its percentage of alumni who donate 
(those who did not actually graduate tended not to donate) . Stanford hired outside 
consultants to evaluate the items the US News and World Report included so that it could 
see how it could lower its ranking (Monks et al, 1999). These are two examples of how 
colleges and universities invest resources to alter how they are depicted by this measure. 
The US. News and World Report do not measure professors' research 
accomplishments and scientific discoveries. The rankings do not evaluate the professors 
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in terms of their published work and research breakthroughs. The report does not 
evaluate student satisfaction. In an editorial, one private, prep school counselor noted: 
After all, one important measure of a university's quality is how many of its 
faculty members belong to the National Academy of Sciences, the National 
Academy ofEngineering, and the Institute of Medicine. The ultra-selective 
Brown counts among its faculty sixteen who are members. Duke, the object of 
many a prep school student's swoon, has thirty-five. But the University of 
Washington has seventy-one, Wisconsin sixty-four, Michigan fifty-eight, Texas 
fifty-four, and Illinois fifty-three (Flanagan, 2001, p. 58). 
Admissions Decisions 
College admissions professionals spend half of their calendar year recruiting 
students to apply and emoll; the other half is spent deciding whom to admit. The college 
application has grown in complexity and thoroughness, requiring more time and attention 
than twenty-five years ago when applications were filled out with a pen. Today, "A 
typical application portfolio includes a university application, two to four student essays, 
three letters of recommendation, standardized test scores, and a high school transcript," 
(Richardson, 2008, p. 388). In addition, students often create an activities resume, which 
highlights all ofthe students' accomplishments including academic awards, athletic 
successes, volunteer experiences and job responsibilities. On account ofthe 
complexities, students now start gearing up for college the day they walk into high school 
(Richardson, 2008). 
For admissions representatives, this means that the documents they are reviewing 
are more extensive and time consuming to analyze. Figuring out what piece of the 
application is the most predictive of how the applicant will perform in college is 
challenging. In a study by Moll, the researchers examined who professors thought the 
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most valuable freshmen were and who was an unfortunate mistake to let in, SAT scores 
did not line up with professors opinions. What did? Recommendation letters from 
teachers and counselors reflected who was at the top and bottom of those lists (Moll, 
1992). 
Some schools offer interviews in addition to the information contained in the 
admissions application. "Interviews served a variety of other functions in this university 
besides efficient selection. Interviews were a means of recruiting and counseling 
prospective applicants, as well as a vehicle for alumni, faculty, and students to participate 
in the admissions process," (Shahani, Dipboye & Gehrlein, 1991, p. 1060). Although 
interviews are not always evaluative, it is debated ifthey may be a better reflection of 
who the applicant is. The numerous parts of the application vary in level of relevancy 
from college to college. 
Although the requirements of a college's admissions process are clearly defined 
on school websites and in marketing material, how colleges and universities actually 
decide on who is accepted is not. A former admissions counselor at Harvard found that 
there were more than enough qualified applicants; some decisions did not simply reflect 
that concept. "They will make decisions, therefore, that they perceive as 'best' for the 
institution - anything from letting in all the top test takers to accepting for admissions the 
nieces and nephews of directors of major foundations," (Karen, 1990, p. 236). At 
Harvard, for the class of 1984, athletes, blacks and Hispanics from prep schools and 
legacy applicants, whose patents did not need financial aid, almost tripled their chances 
of admission compared with the typical, public school applicant (Karen, 1990). Why 
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these populations had an increased chance of acceptance over others appears to be more 
of an institutional preference than a reflection of the applicants ' credentials (Karen, 
1990). 
The admissions practices at Harvard were found at other elite institutions in the 
Northeast. Admissions decisions reflected the quality of the applicants but also reflected 
a much more complicated formula. In one study, Killgore learned through interviews 
with 34 different admissions representatives about something called ' tags': 
Tags, for example, may identify expertise with the bassoon, or interest in 
becoming a physics major, or experience as a setter on a varsity high school 
women' s volleyball team . ... Collectively, tags justify the admission of students 
who help the college gain or maintain prestige, public legitimacy, or financial 
stability as well as maintaining the college's underlying traditions, identity, and 
endowment (Killgore, 2009, p. 478). 
Tags represented the outside influences that powered their way to the admissions table 
affecting how decisions are made. 
Another former admissions representative who worked at Yale and Bowdoin 
experienced similar trends in who was accepted and why. According to Killgore (2009), 
the complexity of admissions at these schools included faculty vying for the students who 
are interested in their academic areas and administrators seeing admitted students as 
marketers for the school. When 34 admissions representatives from elite colleges all over 
the Northeast were interviewed, the study found that: "Admissions policies continue to 
consider student merit in both academic and nonacademic terms. Understanding elite 
college admissions requires untangling how student merit is perceived relative to the 
contribution a student might make to the institution' s acquisition of competitive 
advantage" (Killgore, 2009, p. 474). The volume of information included in an 
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admissions packet and the countless institutional influences make it difficult to predict an 
admissions decision. 
NACAC 
The National Association of College Admissions Counselors (NACAC) hosts a 
national conference, once a year, for admissions professionals, guidance counselors and 
leaders in higher education. One feature of this conference is the general assembly, where 
members discuss the current challenges and concerns in the world of undergraduate 
admissions. The assembly brainstorms and votes on methods to address these concerns. 
In the StaffReport to the NACAC Assembly in 2012 the following statement was made. 
At the 2011 NACAC Conference, members expressed concern with the stress and 
confusion caused by varying wait list practices. Members spoke about students 
who were pressed to commit to acceptance offers from the wait list within a few 
hours of being notified. Members noted that they had heard similar stories from 
colleagues about the use of wait lists (p.2). 
As a result, NACAC added twenty-four questions to their annual survey, which focused 
on wait-list practices. Of the 1,293 member institutions, 369 participated in the wait list 
survey, a 20% participation rate (Staff Report, 2012). These 369 participating colleges 
and universities represent 19% ofthe total four-year, undergraduate, not-for-profit 
institutions in the United States. The responses to this survey represent the largest 
aggregate data on wait lists to date. 
The wait-list survey revealed several important trends in wait-list practices across 
the country. In 2002, in a previous survey, NACAC found 32% of institutions utilized 
wait lists. That number jumped to 45% in 2012. NACAC examined the type of institution 
that would most likely use a wait list and found that wait list use positively correlates 
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with increased selectivity. Lower yield rates also positively correlates with wait list use. 
Therefore, the institutions that have lower acceptance rates and/or lower yield rates are 
more likely to have a wait-list admission policy that an uncompetitive institution or one 
with a high yield rate. 
Regardless of what factors contribute to an institution' s decision to include wait 
lists as admissions decisions, 80% of respondents have written wait list policies. These 
policies vary from institution to institution and each policy includes different features . 
The chart below depicts the percentage of the institutions that have written policies on 
four different aspects of wait lists. 
Wait List Policy Component Percentage of Institutions that Include it 
in the Written Wait List Policy 
Student must accept or deny the wait list 93 .1% 
offer 
A deadline that provides the latest date a 58.6% 
student will gain acceptance from the wait 
list 
A set amount of time a student has to 63.6% 
respond to an acceptance from a wait list 
Availability of fmancial aid to students 52.8% 
accepted from the wait list 
Availability of housing to students 51.7% 
accepted from the wait list 
Table 4: Wait List Policy Details, Data from NACAC Staff Report 
The only truly consistent wait list policy from institution to institution is the requirement 
of students to either accept or deny their placements on the wait list. The remaining 
elements of wait-list policy are erratic from institution to institution. This variability was 
also noted by the guidance counselors who participated in this study. All five guidance 
counselors talked about the inconsistencies from institution to institution and the inability 
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to effectively advise high school students as a result. Parents also stressed a need for 
institutions to provide more information and more transparency about their wait-list 
policies. The clear variability shown above further confirms the need for consistency and 
communication. 
The NACAC Survey also asked for the number of students who gained admission 
from wait lists from 2007 through 2010. The percentages below represent the average 
acceptance rate from wait lists. 
Year Mean Percentage of Students Accepted 
from Wait Lists 
2007 29.6% 
2008 24.6% 
2009 33 .8% 
2010 28.0% 
Table 5: Wmt List Acceptance Averages m 2007-2010, Data from NACAC Staff Report 
As evident by the table, the averages remained below a third in all three years. Data for 
specific institutions is not available; however, the mean indicates that some institutions 
offered acceptances to even less than 28% of wait-listed students. 
The small few that do gain acceptance to colleges and universities from a wait list 
often learn about the good news via phone call. 53% of colleges and universities reported 
that they first inform a student of their acceptance from a wait list via phone call 
(NACAC Staff Report). The remaining institutions inform students in some form of print, 
either via letter, email, or secure website. Then, students respond to the wait-list 
acceptance and decide whether or not to enroll. Typically, the students have a select 
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amount of time to respond which varies from institution to institution and even from 
month to month. The chart below depicts the percentage of colleges and universities that 
give the students at least a week to decide whether or not they would like to enroll. 
Month of Acceptance Offer from Wait % of Institutions Offering 7 or More 
Days to Accept Offer of Admission 
List 
May/June 68.1% 
July 62.1% 
August 55% 
September 16.7% 
Table 6: Student Response Time for Wait List Acceptance, Data from NACAC Report 
The Student Applicant 
Adolescent Development 
Adolescence is a time of instability and change. Physical changes such as 
hormone fluctuations, rapid growth in stature, and maturation of reproductive organs 
contribute to mood swings and questions of identity and independence (Sacks, 1978). 
Many researchers and psychologists note the challenges of the teenage world. "Normal 
adolescent development is tumultuous, never a straight line, with dramatic peaks and 
progressions" (Sacks, 1978, p. 10). Each person develops at a unique pace because of 
differences in hormonal development and situational factors. 
This is a very long period of enormous change and rapid growth, physically, 
socially, sexually, cognitively, emotionally, motivationally, and morally. 
Adolescents are moving from dependence to independence, from childhood and 
into adulthood, from parent-protected to self-regulated-and the college process 
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intervenes, often for up to a year and a half, in the midst of an unfinished j oumey. 
(Kovacs, 2008, p. 15) 
College application and selection time signal adulthood to society; however, 
developmentally, adolescence continues into the college years. The innate nature ofthe 
college application and selection process adds significant stress and hardship during a 
time when the adolescent needs reassuring and a sense of belonging. 
As adolescents try to find their place in the world and explore their assets and 
talents, their self-esteem also fluctuates as they falter and steady themselves. 
Adolescence begins in the early teenage years and continues until adulthood, typically in 
the mid-twenties. Looking at a group of thirteen and fourteen year olds who are 
beginning adolescence, one can see that their self-esteem levels as they appear on the 
outside do not always reflect the way they feel on the inside (Savin-Williams & Jaquish, 
1981 ). These results align with adolescent thinking where peer approval is essential; 
outside appearances may be for show when inside feelings are not as confident as one 
would want. 
Even into young adulthood, adolescents' self-esteem can dip and rise depending 
on outside factors and circumstances. A study of applicants to graduate programs found 
that "The results indicate that both self-esteem and positive affect tend to rise in response 
to successes, whereas self-esteem and positive affect fall and negative affect rises in 
response to failures" (Crocker et al, 2002, p. 1284). When these applicants received 
acceptance letters, their self-esteem rose; on days of rejection, it fell. Crocker's study 
implies that applicants of a younger age are likely not immune to the stressors of 
application decisions, and they may even feel them more significantly because they are at 
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an earlier stage of development. 
Adolescents who fully embrace the challenges of physical and hormonal 
development, and take the time to think about where they fit into society and the world, 
are more likely to handle the transition with less distress. A study by Berzonsky and Kuk 
(2002) found that: 
In general, the more self-exploration the students had engaged in (high 
achievement and moratorium scores), the better prepared they were to operate in a 
mature, autonomous, and self-directed manner without continually needing to 
look to others for reassurance and emotional support (p. 92). 
Berzonsky and Kuk concluded that the more time an adolescent spent exploring their 
interests and values, the more self-assured they would feel in their decision making 
ability in young adulthood. 
Role ofthe Parent 
Parents play an important role in the college application process partly because 
many parents are contributing substantially to financing college, and because they are 
assisting their children with the first major decision in their lives. Over 550 college 
freshmen from a southern university indicated that family had the greatest impact on the 
college application process. "Mothers provide the greatest number of helping behaviors 
and are the most helpful resource in the transition process" (Smith & Zhang, 2009, p. 
647). Smith and Zhang's study showed that the college application process is really a 
family process, not an individual one. 
Traditionally in the United States, children live with their parents until they have 
established themselves in the work force or gone off to college. With approximately 
eighty percent of high school graduates entering some form of education beyond high 
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school (www.collegeboard.com), it is a national trend that high school graduation no 
longer signifies the end of formal education. However, it still often signifies the 
impending move of children to college. Sacks (1978) found that this time of transition 
involves conflicting feelings for adolescents because of "the wish to be nurtured at home 
versus the urgency of breaking old attachments in order to advance to a new level of self-
realization." (Sacks, 1978, p. 12). 
Parents face the same struggle as the students in accepting separation. The entire 
application process leading up to the selection of a college can be unbelievably stressful 
for parents in their children's pursuit of gaining entrance into the most established and 
prestigious university possible. 
In Erikson' s terms, the admissions crisis becomes for the parents a matter of 
establishing generativity, which is primarily the need to found and guide the next 
generation. If the parental effort is unsuccessful, parents often feel a sense of 
impoverishment or stagnation. Thus, for some parents and students failure or 
relative failure at different points on the spectrum of the crisis may be perceived 
as a mutual tragedy." (Sacks, 1978, 13) 
If the desired college rejects the child, parents may feel as though they fell short in giving 
their child all the opportunities to gain admission to an elite institution. 
For some parents, though, an 'elite' institution is not the goal of the admissions 
process; rather, finding the right fit is of most importance. In a qualitative study of 
families in the Boston area who are considered in the middle or upper socioeconomic 
classes, "One central source of concern for parents is whether their children have made 
the right choices for them as individuals. The word that comes up with extraordinary 
regularity in this context is fit. " (Karp et al, 2004, p. 367) The more comfortable the 
parents are with where they are leaving their children at college, the less anxiety they felt 
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leading up to the drop off. 
Once the application process is completed and children are enrolled, the family 
must deal with the impending matriculation. How the family deals with this expected 
exodus can really test the foundation the family was built on. 
The anticipation of a child's departure from home is one such moment that 
reveals the character of the ligaments that bind parents and children and how they 
change in the context of cultural expectations about children' s development and 
need for independence. (Karp et al, 2004, p. 360) 
Parents physically let go of their children (those who live at school) and allow them to 
live independently. Karp found that how the family adapts to this departure is a reflection 
of how the family coped with the changes of adolescence. 
After the drop off and the children are living away on a college campus, the 
distance may appear to indicate a lessening of perceived support from parents. Although 
support must be lessened because the parents are not a daily presence in their children' s 
lives, children felt more secure in their relationships with their parents (Larose & Boivin, 
1998). The act of letting go and allowing the child to live away at college seems to act as 
a signal of how much the parents trust the child will be able to make the right decisions 
even if their support is from afar. 
Stress 
Turning eighteen represents many things in U.S. culture: the ability to vote, the 
year of high school graduation, enrollment in the military, the year one can buy 
cigarettes, get a tattoo, and enter college. Parents let go and children become adults. One 
study interviewed 322 students about this challenging and stressful time and concluded 
that "For many students, this is the first major financial, educational, social, and 
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vocational decision they had much responsibility for and choice in" (Gaiotti, 1995, 
p.461 ). Going to college is more than just entering the next phase of education; it is the 
process of leaving the house, gaining independence and learning to become an adult. 
Without question, this makes the college application and selection process a 
highly stressful time. Although it is easy to think that it would be more stressful for those 
students with Ivy League ambitions, that thought is not supported in the literature. In 
fact, the process is just as stressful independent of intellect, social class or any other 
defining variable. 
Students of differing levels of ability, family income, and genders do not feel 
differently about the process, either in process or retrospect. For the most part, 
students' feelings of stress, enjoyment, and certainty of their decision is 
independent of academic ability, family income, or gender (Gaiotti, 1995, p. 478). 
In other words, boys, girls, valedictorians and lower-level students, all experience the 
positives and negatives of applying to college. Their place in the class or the type of 
school they go to is irrelevant; the process is stressful. 
Gaiotti (1995) examined the feelings of students about the college application 
process holistically. The same pressure and stress is found when students are about to 
take the SAT. "The absence of achievement effects on college application stress in both 
studies was unanticipated, especially considering that achievement had the most 
consistent effects on chronic stress, including a positive association with baseline systolic 
pressure." (Hansell, 1982, p. 49) When looking at blood pressure, the heightened levels 
were seen for high, middle and low achieving students. When these students were later 
interviewed to speak about the college application process, the increased levels of blood 
pressure and discussions around stress were found again. Both Gaiotti and Hansell 
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confirmed that this college application and selection process is stressful. 
What factors contribute to this stress? Over the past twenty years, college 
applications have changed significantly. Forms that were typically one page filled out 
with a pen have become online examinations of teenagers ability to master standardized 
tests, excel in the classroom, lead teams on the athletic field and write brilliant essays 
depicting articulate expressions of who they are - all before they turn eighteen. When 34 
admissions representatives from 17 Northeast colleges and universities were asked about 
the competiveness of admissions, they talked about the competition and the effects of it. 
The applicants believe - because admissions guides, college websites, and 
admissions officers tell them so- that they must continue to escalate their efforts 
to achieve both academically and non-academically. Virtually every admissions 
officer interviewed commented on the ways in which each year's applicant 
present a list of academic and nonacademic accomplishments that outstrip the 
previous year's (Killgore, 2009, p. 483). 
In their marketing materials, colleges and universities also stress how they look at 
applicants holistically. As a result, students feel as though they need to ensure that every 
part of their applications is to the best of their ability. 
There are many perspectives on why the competition has ramped up so 
significantly but most can fall into two different camps. One side argues that because 
students are applying to more schools, they have created higher number of applications 
forcing schools to be more selective because they cannot offer more spots in the freshmen 
class to keep their acceptance rates steady. The other side argues that because colleges' 
most important goal is to raise application numbers, they try to appeal to everyone so that 
their application numbers go up. The likely answer is that it is a combination of the two. 
As a result, students attempt to become the most desirable applicants they can. In 
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addition to creating the perfect profile, students also must navigate a complex decision of 
where to apply and then enroll. 
High school juniors and seniors typically negotiate a sequence of hurdles in the 
college application process which includes taking the Scholastic Aptitude Test 
(SAT), narrowing the list of potential colleges, dealing with parental and peer 
pressures to apply to prestigious colleges, completing college application forms, 
and waiting for college decisions. (Hansell, 1982, p. 38) 
In order to manage all of the components of the modem day college application, students 
seek out help wherever they can and wherever parents can afford to pay for it. 
In order to ease the stress of standardized tests, some students apply to schools 
that are test optional, schools that will not penalize students if they do not send 
standardized test scores. Examples of schools that do not require the SAT or ACT 
include the following: Stonehill, Merrimack, Fairfield, Providence, Colby, Bates, 
Bowdoin and Holy Cross. A complete list of schools that are test optional can be found 
at www.fairtest.org. Although the list of schools that do not require the test is 
lengthening, the vast majority of students apply to at least one school that still requires 
the SAT or ACT (previously known as American College Testing until 1996). Public 
high school curricula now align themselves with state mandated testing, such as the 
MCAS (Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System). However, most colleges do 
not ask for state exam scores, such as MCAS scores. They ask for SAT and ACT scores; 
thus, students must find a time to excel at state tests to graduate and standardized tests to 
gain college admissions. 
College and guidance counselors stress that the two most important factors, as 
indicated by the National Association of College Admissions Counselors, are high school 
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grades with the inclusion of difficulty of curricula and standardized test scores. Studies 
advise these two factors must be the central focus of the applicant profile. 
If fmancially possible, emollment in the SAT or ACT preparation courses are 
well worth the time and expense. Some high schools offer these courses as part of 
the curriculum, while in other schools students may need to seek an external class 
or tutor (Richardson, 2008, p. 387). 
Test preparation options are not inexpensive. Twelve sessions of weekly Princeton 
Review classes cost about seven hundred dollars and private tutors range in price from 
fifty to three hundred dollars an hour. The financial cost alone adds pressure because 
students want to be able to show parents that the classes paid off. 
The other most important aspect of college applications is the student transcript. 
Colleges and universities want students to take the most rigorous courses possible while 
still achieving strong grades. The College Board, the owner ofthe SAT, created curricula 
called AP - or Advanced Placement. These classes are audited by The College Board 
and teachers must submit their syllabi to The College Board for approval. In addition, at 
the conclusion of the course, students take an exam, created by The College Board, to 
assess their knowledge on the subject. Exams are scored on the scale of 1 to 5 and 
colleges will either give college credit or allow a student to skip a lower level course if a 
grade of 4 or 5 is achieved. These classes are extremely rigorous and require lengthy 
assignments in and out of class. In recent years, the AP program has grown 
exponentially. APs have come to emoll mainly students who are academically gifted and 
willing to take on extra work. "Many high schools (and colleges) give extra weight to 
AP courses when calculating grade-point averages, so it can boost a student's class rank" 
(USA Today, Marklein, 2006). Therefore, students are not only increasing their 
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workload by doing outside prep for the ACT and SAT but they are also taking on college 
level courses that require more time and commitment as well as a cumulative AP exam at 
the conclusion of the course. 
High school students need support when they are going through the college 
application process because of the stress, pressure, and complexity. High school students 
often look to their parents for support but parents are also going through their own 
transitional issues ofletting go of their children for the first time in their lives. When 
studies look at the family as a whole, especially one with college educated parents, it 
becomes evident that everyone is going through the process together. "The college 
application process is stressful on several levels- practically, because of the many tasks 
it requires, and emotionally, because of the high stakes outcomes for individuals and the 
family as a whole" (Karp et al, 2004, p. 372). The Boston area families who participated 
in this study were not immune to the pressure and stress their students were feeling 
because of their connection with their children and the enormous financial commitment 
college requires today. 
Some families look for educational professionals to help. However, because of 
budgetary shortfalls, guidance counselors are some of the first educational professionals 
to be laid off. Guidance counselors not only assist with the college application process 
but they are also the support staff to deal with social and emotional issues as well. 
Although knowledgeable about the college application process, counselors often carry 
hundreds of students on their caseloads making it quite difficult to provide all the support 
they would like. "Be advised that these professionals are expected to perform Herculean 
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academic advising tasks for large numbers of students making it virtually impossible for 
them to provide the one-on-one guidance required for the contemporary pursuit of 
postsecondary degrees" (Richardson, 2008, p. 384). Guidance counselors understand the 
process and can give advice to families and provide valuable feedback in creating a list of 
colleges students should apply to. At the same time, it is important to remember that as 
the process continues to grow in complexity guidance counselors are given more and 
more students to guide, leaving less time per student. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methods 
Introduction 
The following three research questions guided this study: 
1. How do wait-listed students and their families' experience wait-listing? 
2. What do high school counselors think of wait-listing and what do they 
typically do to help students who are wait-listed? 
3. What role do wait lists play in the undergraduate admissions process? 
This is an exploratory case study of how five high school guidance counselors, ten 
senior students and their parents, and ten admissions representatives experience wait lists. 
The documents to attract and inform participants about the study are found in the 
Appendices. Semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions were audio-taped 
and member checks confirmed accurate transcription. 
Students 
In February of2012, students at one private high school in the Northeast were 
contacted via email and in-person about their willingness to participate in a study about 
college and university wait lists. Thirty students who were deemed likely to get wait list 
letters expressed interest in participating in this study. Students were defined as being 
likely to receive a wait-list because they applied to a large number of schools, minimum 
of five, several of which were reach schools (institutions where acceptance is not likely). 
In April of2012, the group ofthirty students shared their decision letters and their 
level of interest in their wait list schools. Of the thirty students, ten students were either 
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interested in gaining acceptance off a wait list or had opinions about wait lists they 
wished to share. In the end, two of the ten wait-listed students felt it would be too painful 
to participate in the study and withdrew. As a result, the last two participants - who had 
been wait-listed at multiple colleges in 2009 and 2011 - rounded out the group often 
students. 
The ten student participants consisted of seven females and three males. All but 
one student came from two parent households. One female and one male student had 
learning disabilities. The need for additional support services at the college level made 
their application and selection process slightly different from the other eight. The 
students varied in academic ability and extracurricular interests. 
Students signed informed consents and participated in audio-taped, semi-
structured interviews. Students participated in either one or two interviews, depending on 
when they received their wait list letter and when they received the final decision of 
acceptance or rejection from the wait list. The questions from the interview guides are 
listed below. Depending on the students' responses, additional questions varied slightly 
to further explore what aspects of wait lists affected them most. 
Interview Guide for Students: Round 1 
1. I would like you to describe what the college application process was like for you. 
2. How did you go about selecting the schools you decided to apply to? 
3. What feelings have you experienced this year in relation to the college application 
and selection process? 
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4. Explain what involvement your parents have had with the college application 
process. 
5. Describe any impact the addition of the college application process has had on 
you; your family? 
6. What were the decisions? 
7. What was your initial reaction to the wait-list letter like? 
8. What does being wait-listed feel like? 
9. Explain how you came to your decision to stay on the waitlist. 
10. How do you view the school you have been wait-listed at in comparison with the 
schools you are accepted to? 
11. What was your parents ' reaction to the wait list letter? How did this affect you? 
12. Describe the impact the waitlist decision has had on you. 
13. How has this impacted your decision of where to enroll? 
14. What do you know about the school's waitlist policy? 
15. Would you prefer wait list decisions not to exist, forcing a denial or acceptance? 
Explain why. 
16. Please explain your circumstances in regards to who is paying for college and if 
financial aid or scholarships are needed. 
17. Please take the time to share anything with me that I may have not asked you that 
could be relevant. 
18. Would you have done anything differently throughout your college application 
and selection process? 
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19. If I told you that on average only ten percent of students are accepted off of wait 
lists across the country, what would you think about that? 
Interview Guide for Students Round 2 
1. Tell me what has happened since we last met in April. 
2. How did you come to your decision of where to enroll for college/university? 
3. What ended up happening with your wait-list decision? 
4. What role, if any, did the wait list play in your decision-making process? 
5. What feelings do you currently have about going off to college/university? 
6. Now that you have had some time pass since the application process, is there 
anything that you would have done differently? 
7. If you could tell this upcoming year's senior class anything about the application 
process, what insights would you share with them? 
8. Any words of advice for future applicants? Any advice about how to handle wait 
lists? 
After the semi-structured interview, the tape was transcribed and sent to students 
to check for accuracy. Clarification was requested when needed. Students were invited to 
add anything to their answers or edit anything they no longer wanted to share. No student 
participants edited their transcripts and written confirmation of accuracy was obtained 
from all student participants. Student requests for copies of the dissertation were fulfilled. 
Parents 
After the ten students agreed to participate in the study, one of their parents was 
contacted to see one of them was willing to participate, too. The timeline for student 
interviews and parent interviews overlapped. The parent interviews began in May of 
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2012 and extended into the remainder of the year. Some parent interviews occurred 
towards the end of2012 due to scheduling challenges. 
The parent participants consisted of nine mothers and one father. All of the 
mothers were married to the students ' fathers. The father who participated in this study 
was the only single parent. The parents' socio-economic situations varied greatly. Some 
parents were able to pay full tuition for their children's postsecondary education, and 
others had to rely on financial aid and loans to meet the cost. As a result, some parent 
interviews focused more on the relationship between fmancial aid and wait lists while 
other interviews barely touched upon it. 
Similar to the student interviews, parent interviews were semi-structured. The 
interviews revolved around the same group of questions but further probing questions 
were asked when a parent stressed a particular circumstance that was important to their 
family situation. Interviews lasted between thirty and forty-five minutes. The interview 
guide below represents the structured questions that all parent participants were asked. 
Interview Guide for Parents 
1. Please tell me about how your family has experienced the college application 
process. 
2. Describe your role, if any, in funding a college education for your child. 
3. Explain how saving for your child' s college education impacted lifestyle choices 
such as vacations, home renovations or car purchases. 
4. How has the wait-list decision impacted your child? 
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5. How do you view the school you have been wait listed at in comparison with the 
schools you are accepted to? 
6. How has the wait-list decision impacted your family? 
7. Explain what you know about wait-list decisions. 
8. In an ideal world, what information would an institution include in its wait-list 
letter? 
9. To what extent, if at all, has the wait list decision affected where your child 
enrolls? 
10. Describe any fmancial considerations that are impacting how you handle the wait-
list decision. 
11. If I told you that on average only ten percent of students are accepted off of wait 
lists across the country, what would you think about that? 
After the semi-structured interview, the tape was transcribed and sent to parents to 
check for accuracy. Clarification was requested when needed. Parents were invited to 
add anything to their answers or edit anything they no longer wanted to share. One parent 
participant edited her transcript. Written confirmation of accuracy was obtained from all 
parent participants. Parent requests for copies of the dissertation were fulfilled. 
High School Guidance Counselors 
In the spring of 2012, a total of five guidance counselors at two high schools in 
the Northeast agreed to participate in this study. One guidance counselor worked in a 
coeducational, private high school, and four worked in a coeducational, public high 
school. One served as the director of guidance for the public high school. The guidance 
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counselor participants consisted of three males and two females. The counselor 
participants all had extensive experience with the college application process and were 
employed as counselors for ten years or more. 
In June of2012, one high school counselor completed the interview process. In 
November of2012, the remaining four guidance counselors completed their interviews. 
The guidance counselor interviews were semi-structured in nature. Interviews ranged 
from twenty-five to forty minutes. Follow up questions were asked when content needed 
clarification. The interview guide below represents the questions, which all participants 
answered. 
Interview Guide for Guidance Counselors 
1. It would be helpful to know how long you have been a counselor and what type of 
schools you have worked at. 
2. Please describe your expertise on the college application and selection process. 
3. How do you see families and students handling the college application process 
(psychologically)? 
4. How does the application process affect students in your experience? 
5. How do you view college/university wait lists? 
6. What information do you think should be shared with students in terms of an 
institution's wait- list policy? 
7. Describe any wait list trends you have noticed. 
8. What do you see as an effective way to help a student gain acceptance off a wait 
list? 
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9. Explain how wait-list decisions affect your job. 
10. Explain how wait-list decisions impact the school environment/senior class. 
11. How many wait-list decisions did your students receive in each of the last five 
years? . 
12. If I told you that on average only ten percent of students are accepted off of wait 
lists across the country, what would you think about that? 
All of the counselors signed informed consents and received copies of the written 
transcription of their interviews. Two counselors made small adjustments to their 
responses but they did not alter the meaning of the texts. One was concerned about how 
the tone of what was said would come across. Very limited quotes were included from 
that part of that interview so that the tone would not be misconstrued. Written 
confirmation of accuracy was obtained from all high school guidance counselor 
participants. Counselor requests for copies of the dissertation were fulfilled. 
College Admissions Representatives 
In the spring of2012, college admissions representatives were contacted via email 
about participating in the study. I made follow up phone calls to answer questions about 
the study and to further inquire about participation. Ten college admissions 
representatives refused to participate in this study after a review of the dissertation 
proposal and interview questions. 
Ten college admissions representatives did agree to participate in the study but it 
took from March of2012 until January of2013 to amass the ten participants needed. One 
college admissions representative, who declined participation because of an inability to 
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knowledgeably answer the questions, reached out to others at different institutions and 
encouraged them to participate. On account of this individual ' s referrals, the needed 
population sample was attained. 
Of the ten college admissions representatives, five serve as the deans of 
admissions for their institutions. Regardless of position, all participants requested that 
their responses be anonymous. No identifying criteria were released because several 
participants would agree to answer the questions only if identifying criteria were 
withheld. 
A semi-structured interview guided the conversations. Interviews varied in length 
from thirty to fifty minutes. College and university use of and philosophical approach to 
wait lists caused the interviews to vary somewhat in content. The interview guide below 
outlines the questions asked to college and university admissions representatives. 
Interview Guide for College and University Admissions Representatives 
1. It would be helpful to know how long you have been an admissions representative 
and what type of schools you have worked at (in general terms). 
2. How complicated is it for you to predict yield? 
3. How accurate, in your opinion, do you believe your yield predictions have been in 
the past two years? 
4. I have read about ' tags' in my literature review. Can you explain to me a little bit 
how they play a role in admissions at your university/college? 
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5. I have also read about two different views on college admissions: the student 
centered and the institution centered. Please explain, in your opinion, what 
viewpoint your institution comes from? Why? 
6. For the applicants for the class of2015 could you please share with me the 
following: the number of applicants, the number accepted, the number denied, the 
number offered the wait list, the number who stayed on the wait list and the 
number you accepted off of the wait list. 
7. Describe the players and the strategy involved in constructing the wait list. 
8. At approximately what date were you finished handing out wait list acceptances? 
9. What information is included in a wait list letter? 
10. If you could write your own version a wait list letter, what would it include? 
11. How many students have you accepted off the wait list in the last five years? 
12. What factors come to play when deciding which students are accepted from the 
wait list? 
13. Explain whether or not you would be able to attain the same yield with a smaller 
waitlist. 
After each semi-structured interview, the tape was transcribed and sent to the 
admissions representative to check for accuracy. Clarification was requested when 
needed. Admissions representatives were invited to add anything to their answers or edit 
anything they no longer wanted to share. Some participants edited their transcripts but 
only errors in transcription. Written confirmation of accuracy was obtained from all 
college admissions participants. Requests for copies of the dissertation were fulfilled. 
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Chapter 4: Results 
Interviews with five high school counselors, ten students, ten parents and ten 
admissions representatives make up the data of this study. Results from the interviews 
with high school counselors come first because they have the most experience with wait 
lists from a variety of colleges and universities. Student interviews come next because 
they add the personal detail to what the high school counselors report. Parents of the 
interviewed students follow; they share their thoughts on how their children experienced 
wait lists. College admissions representatives wrap up this section because they provide 
insight as to how the admissions offices philosophically approach and utilize wait lists. 
High School Counselors 
The counselors in this study come with over one hundred years of postsecondary 
education counseling experience. The results of the interviews not only paint a picture of 
what is occurring with wait lists but also give an explanation of the entire college 
application and selection process. Therefore, it is important to share the results of the 
counselors' interviews in detail so that their experiences with wait lists are understood in 
the context of the college application process. 
All of the counselor participants feel familiar with the college process because of 
their experience with students, websites, professional affiliations, publications, interns 
and interactions with college admissions representatives. It is important to note that 
although the counselors feel comfortable in their ability levels, they pointed out that the 
process is always changing (Cl, C2, C3, C4, C5). The counselor who serves as a 
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department director depicted the unpredictable field succinctly: "It's changing, the waters 
are very turbulent. It is changing from year to year, let alone decade to decade" (C5). 
Two counselors (C2, C3) indicated that they do not believe that the admissions 
representatives share all the helpful information that they could. For example, C3 noted 
how one admissions representative talked about how the college bound population in the 
northeast is shrinking and how in other regions of the country it is growing. Counselor 
C3 wondered how that affects admissions decisions. Counselor C2 shared information 
about how a brother fared much better in the college application process than the sister, 
who was a stronger student. Although the counselor guessed it was because qualified 
males are harder to fmd, the colleges did not share that information with the counselor 
(the admissions representatives interviewed did talk about these geography and gender 
criteria). These influencing factors that are not communicated leave the guidance 
counselors with incomplete pictures. Counselor C3 explains how this affects her job: 
Every year we scratch our heads and say I didn't see that coming. If I were a 
betting person I would have lost. Kids get in that we don't understand; kids get 
rejected that we don't understand. But we can't, we don't see the big picture. 
Certainly information is more accessible with the website, but there is always the 
stuff they are not telling you that continues to be problematic (C3). 
Counselors witness students experiencing a wide range of feelings throughout the 
college application process. According to two counselors, the application process 
overwhelms students (C2, C5). Too much parent involvement often translates into not 
just stressed out students but stressed out families (C3, C4). Two counselors spoke about 
how the families see where their children gain acceptance as an indicator of family 
success. Four counselors talked about the desire of families to get into institutions with 
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recognizable and respectable names. Counselor C3 said, "Kids are overly pressured to 
get into the splashy, most reputable school of the planet regardless of fit. There is a lot of 
pressure in this community for what we call the ' cocktail bragging rights"'. Another 
counselor noted that the students have the same ' cocktail party' that the parents do (C4). 
Counselors C 1 and C3 believe that it could be this pressure to achieve or the ease 
with which students can apply through the Common Application, that explains why 
students are applying to more schools. In addition, Counselor C3 explained that students 
who represent the working class population, who in the past would apply to community 
colleges or enter the work force, now apply to four-year colleges. Counselor C3 told how 
some students send out large number of applications and wait to research what type of 
school is the right fit until all the decisions come back. One counselor (C2) thinks that 
colleges may contribute to the increase in applications as well, "As you know, it has 
become much more of a marketing experience for students." 
The counselors also noted that these increased numbers of applications are filled 
out over a longer period of time. With the advent of early action, all counselors spoke 
about how the college application process really starts in the August before senior year 
and lasts until at least May. Counselor C3 believes that this extends the rollercoaster of 
emotions that students feel across an entire academic school year. Counselor C4 thinks 
that the timing of the college application process is relevant too: 
If you think about what is happening at this juncture of their lives, they have been 
in a comfortable situation where they know what to expect and they have been 
with all of their friends, in this community, for a lot of them, since kindergarten. 
So, in general terms, they have graduation and leaving their safe home and 
heading in this great unknown happening next (C4). 
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Early action causes the college process to start early and wait lists cause the 
process to extend later. These two mechanisms pull the stressful process of college 
admission into a much longer period. As a counselor (C3) pointed out, "I don't think any 
kid is really excited for the summer of angst. They are not that excited about the fall and 
spring of angst." The worst-case scenario, mentioned by four out offive counselors, 
occurs when a student applies early action, is deferred into the regular decision pool, and 
then ultimately ends up with a wait list decision. In other words, an application sent in 
October, still sits without a firm decision in April. That is why counselors emphatically 
instruct the students to pretend wait list letters are rejections and move on. 
The five counselors do not look upon wait lists favorably. In addition, counselors 
shared their suspicions that wait lists may be used to manipulate data in the colleges ' 
favor, possibly to boost numbers or for some financial benefit. One counselor called 
them "cruel" and believes wait-listing adds to the confusion and stress of the college 
application and selection process. Because wait lists lengthen and complicate the decision 
making process, one counselor (Cl) expressed his dislike of them: "I think it places the 
kids in limbo; it just drags on the final decision process into the summer. It adds to the 
stress because they want to get in here but they are wait-listed." 
Even though counselors instruct students to move on from the wait list and select 
a school to enroll in from their acceptances, they try to intelligently advise students on 
how to gain acceptance from a wait list if they desire to do so. However, this advice is 
problematic because how colleges and universities manage wait lists varies greatly. One 
counselor told a story of a student in the prior year who received four wait list decisions. 
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The student called four schools to find out how he should proceed in his effort to get off 
the wait list and received four different answers. This frustration was also noted by 
another counselor (Cl): "The wait lists are erratic from year to year. One year the 
college does nothing, but the next year they take fifty." Wait-list policies vary not only 
from institution to institution but from year to year. 
All five counselors desire clearer wait-list letters with more information about 
what the wait list means and what the realistic chance is that a student will gain 
acceptance from the wait list. The letter itself, which is sometimes accompanied with a 
brochure, falls short of the information counselors need to appropriately advise their 
students, such as statistics from previous years. Cl expressed it this way: 
If the colleges would be much more open about it and let people know the process 
and how it works, it would make everybody a lot more, you know, a big part of 
the problem is this mystery associated with wait lists. Nobody knows what the 
Hell is going on, how it is handled, what the chances are. If they could just be 
open about it and let them know what is going on, I think it would help everything 
to be honest with you (C 1 ). 
The wording of the wait list letter also leaves counselors confused. One counselor 
complained about the confusion that the wait list letter can bring because the actual 
admissions decision remains unclear. C5 stated that the tone of the letter varies from 
university to university and so the manner in which the student processes the wait list 
letter could be the result of how it was written: 
They (the letters) cross a wide gamut, a chasm. Some are very kind, gentle, and 
caring. Others are very cold and calculating. They are asking for a response from 
the student if they want to be on the wait list. So, I have also read some really 
confusing ones. A student had one where he brought it in and said I don't think 
this is a rejection; this is something else. So with as much clarity as possible, 
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remembering again that you are talking to a seventeen or eighteen year old 
applicant. More information, the better (C5). 
Even with limited information on specific colleges ' wait lists, all five counselors 
were in agreement with their suggestions on how students can increase their chances of 
acceptance off a wait list. All the counselors believed students should contact the college 
or university and let the admissions representative know it is the student' s first choice and 
if accepted he/she will enroll. Counselors stated that adding to the application file by 
sending additional information about successes, another letter of recommendation, or 
strong third quarter grades may also increase students' chances. Counselor C2 advises, 
"Contact the school, maybe even twice. In general, toot your hom, make your semester 
grades shiny and bright, list any accolades. Shoot them an email, follow up with a note. 
All the obvious stuff." Counselor C4 talks about contacting the school in a nice, 
personable way and thank the admissions staff for their time. Adding anything relevant 
and positive is always a good idea to Counselor C5. 
Students 
The students in this study talked about the college application and selection 
process and how wait lists not only lengthened the process but added complexity and 
stress. Students talked about how their perceptions ofthe wait list decisions depended on 
whether or not they expected an acceptance. The number of wait-lists and the timing of 
the wait-list decision also impacted how they viewed them. Finally, how long they were 
expected to wait mattered; the longer the wait, the more frustrated the students became. 
The students expressed a wide range of emotions in relation to the college 
application and selection process. Two students experienced a rollercoaster of emotions 
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(Al, A4), and all but one (A6) noted stress as a dominant feature in the college 
application and selection process. The stress continued throughout the process including 
when the decisions came out for student Al: 
Definitely stressed, that's number one. Feelings of not being good enough, I am a 
really good student, but I haven't discovered the cure for cancer or started my 
own charity or anything. I felt disappointed when I was rejected from my top 
schools and wait listed. I felt very, very confused because I didn't know where to 
start (Al). 
The students talked about the wait lists with equal disdain regardless of whether 
or not they wanted to attend the school. Two students shared how the wait list makes 
them feel like they are qualified, but for whatever reason fell short of receiving an 
acceptance (A2, A8). Wait lists sent student A8 mixed messages: "I was qualified enough 
to come but wasn' t allowed to for whatever reason. It sucks because you are getting 
validation that you are good enough but you can't go." Falling short of an acceptance 
made student Al feel the following way. 
Being wait-listed feels like you are an insurance policy. They have all the students 
they want to go, but if those can' t come, you are right there. I know they know I 
can do the work. I am capable of it, but I wasn' t their first pick (Al). 
Sometimes, the close proximity a wait list feels to an acceptance really makes it harder 
for some students to endure, like student A5: 
It is worse than being rejected because you are almost good enough but there is 
just no room. It is close but no. At least if you are rejected you are like, oh, I just 
wasn't good enough. But this is just like you are so close, but no. I think it is 
worse than being rejected. To have it happen to me five other times (a total of 
six), it' s just like heartbreaking (A5). 
Some students saw the wait list as an extension of the college application process 
(Al , A4, A2, AlO) and since all ofthe participants applied somewhere for early action, 
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the process had begun for all of them at the end of the summer before senior year. They 
anticipated the process to end May 1st and the failure to meet that expectation evoked 
strong feelings. Student A 1 explained how she felt: "Frustration. Complete frustration 
because you wait all this time for May 1st and it is an ultimatum: did I get in or not? And 
then it is wait list. It's like you don't know what to think. It's very frustrating" (Al). The 
idea that the wait list is really a lack of a decision was felt by student A4 as well and 
compared it to being "stuck in purgatory or limbo". Student AlO concurred, stating that 
"It felt like you were in no man's zone." 
The students shared their parents' reactions to the wait lists as well. Some parents 
expressed anger that their students received wait lists (Al, A2, A7, A9). The parent of A4 
felt confused, similar to her daughter. Student A5 confided that her mother went crazy 
and insane and wanted to try to fix it. In another case, seeing his mother upset made 
student A 7 feel even worse about the wait list. The mother of student A8 remained upbeat 
and encouraging, even though her daughter knew her mom was just as disappointed. 
The number of wait list decisions the students received varied from one to six. 
Table 7 shows how many wait lists each student received from which schools. 
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Student Wait List Received Student Wait List Received 
Student Al Villanova, George Student A6 Merrimack 
Washington 
Student A2 Villanova, George Student A7 Elan, Providence 
Washington, Holy Cross, 
Franklin and Marshall, 
Boston College, Trinity 
Student A3 Harvard, Washington Student A8 Northwestern, Rice, 
University in St. Louis University of 
Pennsylvania, Harvard, 
Brown, Johns Hopkins 
Student A4 Providence, University of Student A9 Villanova, University of 
Richmond Virginia 
Student AS Boston University, Boston Student AlO Fordham, WPI, Babson 
College, Wake Forest, 
University ofRichmond, 
Holy Cross 
Table 7: Where Students Were Wmt-L1sted 
The two students who received the most wait lists (A5, A8) expressed a significantly 
more negative reaction than the other wait-listed students. For student A8, anger, hope 
and sadness accompanied the wait list decisions. Student AS received several wait lists in 
the same day and remembers the experience with great detail, when she comments: 
Then I got Holy Cross, Richmond and Wake Forest all wait lists in one day. I 
remember that I chased the mailman around the block in my car trying to find him 
because I knew letters were coming. And I got them and I sat in my car and 
bawled my eyes out because they were all small envelopes. And as I opened them 
I just continued to cry because they were all wait lists. It was really freaking me 
out that I had no options at that point besides Elan. I only had one school, and I 
worked so hard to get there (A5). 
Students' perception of their ability to gain acceptance to a college or university 
affected their reaction to the wait list. Students talked openly about how they classified 
their schools into safety (likely to gain acceptance), realistic (50/50 chance), and reach 
(small chance) categories (A2, AS, A7, A9, AlO). Depending on what category they 
52 
believed the school to fall into affected their reaction to the wait list. Student A4 
explained her two different reactions to her wait-list letters: 
Providence was my realistic/safety school so I was kind of confused and at first. I 
was like that was dumb. I found out a lot of other people were getting in. That 
was a completely different feeling than when I got wait listed at Richmond 
because I felt like more accomplished than sad. Because like I said before, that 
was a better school and I didn't think I was going to get into it (A4). 
Student A9 expressed the same different reactions to Villanova and the University of 
Virginia. She felt surprised when Villanova gave a wait-list decision because it was 
viewed as a safety; she felt accomplished when UVA came back with a wait-list because 
she viewed it as a reach. 
Two students (A9, AlO) depicted how frustrated they would have been ifthey had 
been wait-listed at their top choice school. Student A9 was rejected from Harvard and 
actually greatly preferred it to a wait list, as she explains, 
Ifl had been wait-listed at Harvard, it would have been awful. I would have been 
really upset because that was my number one school. If I had been wait listed 
there (Harvard) that would have been terrible, because I would have known that I 
was so close. I just needed to do a few more things, and I didn't do it (A9). 
Student Al 0 actually gained acceptance to his first choice school, Holy Cross, and 
currently attends there. However, ifthat acceptance had been a wait list, student AlO 
explained, "I would have been pretty upset because I put so much work into it". 
Trying to select a college or university to enroll in while at the same time making 
an effort to gain acceptance off a wait list proved problematic for seven students (A 1, A2, 
A3, AS, A6, A8, A9). Students A8 and A2 shared how it impaired their ability to become 
attached to the universities they chose to attend because the wait list school remained in 
the back of their mind. Student A3 explained why it was so challenging. 
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It is strange sending in your deposit to another school and still being wait-listed. 
Everyone else is sending in their deposit and they send it in and they are done. 
Most of my friends knew where they were going. You are supposed to forget 
about the wait list school even though they just keep you hanging, deciding 
whether or not they want you in the end. It is a strange feeling. You really want to 
get on with your life and pretend your decision is made up. But there is this 
chance that you are going to get a call in a week or two, and it is going to change 
everything you thought you had figured out about the college process and where 
you are going and what to expect in your life the next four-years (A3). 
In addition to trying to pick a school from the available options, students 
simultaneously attempted to turn their wait lists into acceptances (AI, A2, A3, AS, A7, 
A8). Each one sought out advice from various sources including parents, websites like 
College Confidential, and guidance counselors. These six students sent additional 
application materials which included third quarter grades, additional letters of 
recommendation, and essays on why they wanted to attend the college or university. A 
few students even reached out to the admissions representatives that were responsible for 
their applications to develop a stronger relationship with the school (A3, AS, A7, A8). 
Even though the process of sending additional materials to the colleges and universities 
required work, the students reported that it felt better to be actually doing something 
about it. 
It is better to talk to someone. Sit down and make a plan. I think that was really 
helpful. Then I felt like I was going in a direction I was going instead of sitting 
and waiting. Just the feeling of sitting and waiting is really the worst part about it. 
Definitely make a plan of action as to what is going to happen next (AS). 
Several students were accepted from the wait list (Al, A2, A6, A7, A9). All of 
these students found out that they were accepted via phone call from the college or 
university. In these cases, a formal letter followed the phone call. Response deadlines 
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accompanied these acceptances. Student A 7 recalled the conversation when the news 
arrived. 
It was a phone call. 'Hey Student A7, how are you doing? I hear you are really 
interested in Elon.' Yeah, yeah I am. I really was looking forward to going there. 
And she said, 'well we are going to accept you and we are sending you an 
acceptance letter. You have to make a decision. Do you want to attend?' Yeah, 
yeah. She said 'well you are not jumping up and down. ' And I was just in shock I 
got in (A7). 
The other four students took the small time they were given to decide. In all cases, the 
students were given less than a week to decide whether or not they wanted to attend. 
Student A2 and A9 went and visited the school because the family had not done so 
previously. 
The five students who earned acceptance from wait lists (Al, A2, A6, A7, A9) 
varied in their need for financial assistance to pay for college. Students A6 and A 7 were 
able to enroll in the schools they were accepted to without thinking about financial aid, as 
it was not needed. The parents of students A 1, A2, and A9 needed financial aid in order 
to provide a college education for their children. As a result, the ability of these students 
to seriously consider their wait-list acceptances hinged on the school's fmancial aid 
package. 
You kind of get hurt if you were on the wait list because of fmancial aid. You are 
not going to have the same benefits as if you were accepted right away. It makes 
me not want to go there. Because ifl can't have financial aid I can' t go there. It's 
not my fault. I can't control how much my parents make. I shouldn't be burdened 
with that. I can't help how much money my parents make so that should not be a 
factor as to whether or not I can come to your school. I should be completely 
separate from them (A2). 
The financial aid packages that accompanied the wait list acceptances for these three 
students (Al , A2, A9) closely resembled the financial aid offers from other institutions; 
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therefore, the students and families were able to seriously consider these schools as viable 
options for college. 
Students talked about how the timing of the response from the wait list, whether 
positive or negative, affected them. Student A5 wanted desperately to get off the wait list 
at the University of Richmond; however, when they sent another letter in mid-July asking 
the student to stay on the wait list, she fmally said no because she 'just wanted it to be 
over' . Student A3 ended up getting rejected from the wait list at Harvard but appreciated 
knowing that before graduation. 
It would have been unsettling because I would have spent the whole summer not 
knowing where I was going to college while everyone else would have had it 
figured out. It is supposed to be a relaxing time with all of your friends . I would 
have gone a little crazy (A3). 
Student A4 chose not to stay on the wait lists because the application process just needed 
to end. 
Just because it is so stressful. You are waiting for an email every day and you 
rush to the mailbox and you check your email constantly. It is just annoying. If 
you are comfortable with where you are enrolling, I don't see the point of really 
staying on the wait list (A4). 
Student Al said that if the acceptance from Villanova came in August instead of May, it 
would have been too late, and student A9 'just wanted it to be over. ' 
All but one of the student participants wanted wait lists to exist (A5). Even 
though some student participants failed to gain acceptance off wait lists, they all knew of 
someone that the wait list benefited. As a result, all of the students, besides A5, saw the 
positive aspect to wait lists but do express concerns over the size of wait lists across the 
country. Student A5 expressed how much pain and suffering the wait lists caused her; she 
received all five wait-list letters on the same day. As a result, she did not want to see 
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anyone go through what she went through, which was one acceptance and the five wait 
lists. Student participants want shorter wait lists with greater chances of being accepted 
off the wait list. 
Parents 
One parent of every student who participated in this study completed a semi-
structured interview and told their wait-list stories. The parents explained, from their 
viewpoint, how their children experienced the college application process and how the 
family reacted to wait lists. The parents told stories of financial aid considerations and 
their perspectives on why or why not their children were accepted or denied from the 
wait list. Based on these experiences, parents called for wait list reform. 
All of the parents who participated in this study took an active role in their 
children's applications to college. Although the degree of involvement varied, all of 
them were knowledgeable about the college application process and what it entails. The 
parents' views of the process were similar to the students' reported experiences. Parent 
B 1 explained how it felt watching her child complete the exercise of college admission: 
The process is a full time job, which is a little unfair to young adults. I feel like 
my daughter spent her high school-she had social life in high school. I feel like 
she had to grow up too quickly and focus too much on the next step of her 
education. Sometimes I feel like the process is too consuming and takes away 
from a young adult's experience in life (Bl). 
Another parent commented on how lengthy the application process has become and how 
wait lists extend that process and prolong the stress. 
I think that is the hardest part of the wait list. It is a really long process. They are 
starting Common App in the summer, deadline after deadline, and they are 
visiting and stuff. And then comes the notification date, but then, if you are wait-
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listed it is another month or more that you are in limbo. You are picking a school 
and doing orientation stuff. Even though you are picking it, the wait list is still in 
the back of your head (B3). 
Sometimes parents possessed more vivid memories than the students about their 
reactions to the wait lists. Parent B6 told how her artistic daughter explained wait lists to 
her: "You have beautiful hair, but your roots are showing, once you color your roots, you 
are good to go." Another parent remembered the night when her daughter came down the 
stairs after spending thirty minutes in her room viewing her admissions decisions online 
and crying. This parent (B8) recalled some of her words: "The wait list is hell. It' s like 
they are looking at me going, you can come here but you are not going to. It's kind of 
like I am going to live in their little purgatory." Parent B7 shared how her son was so 
angry; he tore up the wait list letter from Bentley. The parent ofB9 expressed deep 
emotions when the decisions came out, "Frustrating, anger at the time; definitely tension 
in the household". 
Like the students, the parents' perceptions of their children' s chances of gaining 
acceptance to a college or university affected their reactions to the wait list decisions. 
Parent Bl believed that her daughter had a fair chance of gaining acceptance to an Ivy 
League institution based on the statistics provided by the schools. Her daughter was not 
surprised, though, and she thinks that it could have been because the guidance counselor 
warned her that the possibilities weren' t favorable. The student of Parent B3 also applied 
to Ivy League schools but received a wait list: "Harvard, obviously he would have 
wanted to get in but I think he was proud he made the wait list and made that cut" (B3). 
The student of one parent (B4) received two wait lists: both surprising, but, one in a 
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negative way and the other in a positive way. Parent B4 believed that Providence College 
was a safety and the University of Richmond a reach. Consequently, they were proud of 
the wait list for the University of Richmond and not very happy with Providence 
College's wait list. Parent BlO was shocked at her son's wait lists to three schools 
because her perception was that he had an excellent shot at all three due to familial 
connections with current attendees. 
The parents in this study wanted to help their children understand wait lists and 
feel empowered to do something about it. College Board (B 1 ), the university and college 
websites (B 1, B 1 0), College Confidential (B7), and other related websites helped parents 
try to come to grips with the wait lists. Parent B7 spoke to a friend who had a child in a 
strong public school district and followed the advice of the college consultant the district 
had hired to work with parents. Thus, she had her son reach out to Elon University and 
make a connection with the college admissions representative that reviewed his file. 
Parent B3 talked about how her son was able to reach out directly to the admissions 
representative at Harvard and get some questions answered about the wait list. She was 
the only parent who felt the process was pretty transparent. 
Although the students did not offer many insights into the financial aspect of 
paying for college, the parents expressed how the financial piece affected their decisions 
on where their children would enroll. For parents B 1, B2, and B9 the financial aid 
packages accompanying the wait list acceptances needed to be comparable to the other 
financial packages offered. In this study, all students accepted off wait lists received 
comparable financial aid offers. Parent B4 had to negotiate a better financial aid package 
59 
so that her daughter could attend the school she desired. Parent B3 and her husband 
decided to let their son attend Notre Dame because they knew it was the right fit even 
though they received no financial aid; the family made financial cuts to their budget to 
make it work. Parent B 1 0 recalled when her older son, who did not partake in this study, 
received his wait list letter from the College of the Holy Cross and how it clearly stated 
that no financial aid would be available. Parents B6, B7 and B8 were not reliant on 
financial aid and made decisions independent of cost. Overall though, parents B 1, B2, 
B7, and B4 all wondered if their ability to pay or not pay affected their children' s chances 
of acceptance either tipping it in the child' s favor because they could pay, or not in their 
child's favor because they couldn' t. 
All of the parents in this study except for one (B4) called for wait list reform. The 
one parent who did not voice this had a child who was uninterested in gaining acceptance 
off either wait list. Parent B 1 wants the wait list to be no larger than 10% of the 
emollment goal for the freshmen class, and parent B2 wants the data from previous years 
to be included in the wait list letter. Parent B7 concurred: 
You should include the last few years' common data sets, who was on the wait 
lists, how many accepted the position and how many were admitted off the wait 
list. I think that you should set their expectations then and there how likely it is 
that they will get picked (B7). 
Parents B3 and B 1 0 voiced a similar idea and want only a reasonable number of 
students on the wait list but also want the colleges and universities to share an estimated 
guess of how many students they might accept. Parent B6 would like a general idea of 
where the students stand on the wait list, in rounded percentages from the top, and also 
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wants the colleges to stop giving students "false hope." Parent B8 voices a similar idea 
and also believed that more information would better the process: 
I think there should be a letter saying you know what, this is how our wait list 
works, whether they go through stages and stages, where first they see the 
students that decline, and then you go back and look at it. I don' t know if every 
university does it the same way and if they have the same time frame on it. It 
would be really nice to know how many kids were wait listed. I know they do not 
rank them because it all depends on what they end up looking for. It would give 
you an idea; it is like you are out in the dark with no idea (B8). 
Parent B9 shares a unique viewpoint in that he is the only single-parent involved in this 
study. Like all the other parents, he desires more information. He said, 
It would be good to know why she was on a wait list: is it the grades, location, 
something else, money situation, financial? Are you first on the wait list or last on 
the wait list? Things like that. Is there a good chance she is going to get in, did 
you not want to reject her or does she have a good shot of getting in? Certainly, 
anything they can tell you, the best they can do (B9). 
If he had possessed more detailed information and had thought his daughter had a good 
chance of gaining acceptance off the wait list, he would have visited Villanova even 
before hearing the final decision. As it was, Villanova accepted his daughter on a 
Monday, via phone call, and gave her until that Friday to make a decision. As a single-
parent of three children, two of a younger age, and the owner of a small business, he 
found himself in a tricky position. 
I wish students had at least two to three weeks. That would have been great. It 
would have given me a chance to breathe and weigh decisions. Then it gives you 
an opportunity to go down there and visit. It just seemed like a whirl wind. Other 
people may feel different but in my situation, I am a single parent, with other 
children. I had to arrange for pickups and drop off and all that (B9). 
Taking into consideration the life circumstances of the family would have benefited this 
particular family greatly. 
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College Admissions Representatives 
Finding admissions representatives who were willing to participate in this study 
proved to be the most difficult task of all. Admissions representatives asked for the 
dissertation proposal, read the interview guide, asked their higher level administrators, 
and reported that they weren't allowed to participate. This happened over ten times. At 
one point in the study, it appeared as though a sample of admissions representatives 
would not be attainable. 
One university kept putting the response off for months. When they failed to 
participate, a conversation with the dean of admission was negotiated. That conversation 
did not start off well because the dean was angered that January was presumed to be a 
good time to schedule an interview. The conversation continued and the dean was 
questioned as to when a good time would be since admissions counselors try to get 
enrollment deposits in the spring, take vacation in the summer, travel and visit high 
schools in the fall, and make decisions in the winter. This caused the dean to pause and 
eventually agree to an interview. This story is just one example of many; it illustrates the 
reluctance of colleges and universities to talk about wait lists. 
The admissions representatives, who finally did participate, expressed thanks over 
the anonymity of the interviews and asked for all identifiable data to be removed. Thus, 
the only identifying information included in this study is that the ten colleges and 
universities that participated in this study represent institutions in the United States. The 
wait-list policies and philosophies of eight private and two public institutions represent 
this sample. 
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When asked about current trends in admissions, all of the participants mentioned 
that more students are applying to more schools (Dl-DlO). Eight admissions 
representatives reported that applications have increased; one reported that applications 
have dropped; one noted stagnant application numbers. Admissions representatives 
suggested possibilities of why application numbers are up nationally, which included the 
Internet and social media, the unstable economy, the Common Application, and advanced 
marketing strategies. 
Larger application numbers do not necessarily translate into greater yield 
numbers. To the contrary, eight often institutions have experienced a decrease in yield 
while only one reported an increase in yield and one remained steady. When the 
applications represent a stronger pool academically, it becomes more challenging to 
predict yield because strong offers will come from other competing universities (D 1, D4, 
D9). Admissions representative Dl confirms: "A stronger pool indicates that my students 
are going to have some very competitive offers from institutions that may be in my 
competitive set or above my set. So that makes this yield process that more challenging". 
Six admissions representatives believe another factor affecting yield is the current 
state of the economy and the financial implications it imposes on families' ability to pay 
for four-year colleges and universities. They elaborated on the inquisitiveness of parents 
and how they investigate what their return on investment might be. Parents send copies of 
financial aid offers from other institutions to try to access more financial aid; thus, 
institutions try to figure out the minimum amount of aid to guarantee enrollment without 
depleting financial resources unnecessarily (DlO). Because families take a much closer 
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look at how to responsibly afford college tuition and the impact on the students' future 
earnings, admissions representative D6 admits, "We have to be much more thoughtful 
about why the tuition is worth it." One institution even eliminates scholarship eligibility 
for applicants for a particular major because precedent shows that these students will 
enroll regardless of cost (D8). 
Due to the tighter financial picture of parents, colleges, and universities, increased 
student applications, and yield becoming much harder to predict, nine admissions 
representatives report their institutions utilize wait lists. All nine institutions require 
students to respond to the wait list decision and indicate whether or not they would like to 
remain on the wait list. All nine also said that they like to go to their wait list as early as 
possible and start accepting students by the beginning of May. If deposits are coming in 
slow in the month of April, these eight institutions will even go to the wait list before 
May 1st. Eight out of nine institutions wrap up their wait list admits by the end of June. 
One institution admits applicants from the wait list all the way up to the first day of 
classes for one particular major because demand is so high. Admissions representative 
D7 explained that his institution does not wait list; rather, they put students on an internal 
hold to wait for more senior grades. Once senior grades arrive, they will admit, deny or 
admit to an alternative major when the student is admissible to the college as a whole but 
not to the particular major. 
When colleges and universities accept students from wait lists, there are a variety 
of factors they consider. In an effort to build a well-rounded class, one admissions 
representative (D2) stated, "A lot of times it was go look for young men, first who were 
64 
out of region, and then in region, and the ability to pay as well, depending on how much 
financial aid we had available." Admissions representative D3 reported that the college 
looks at finances and usually pulls more males off the wait list. D 1 explained that the 
university looks at students' financial need when selecting students off the wait list 
because they don't want to offer admissions to someone, who in the end, will not be able 
to pay when the university does not have the funds to meet need. For some institutions 
the chosen major comes into play (D3, D4, D5, D6, D8, D9) and students will be selected 
based on the majors that have space available. Dl, D2, D9, and DlO also reported that 
they look at wait-listed students' demonstrated interest because it positively correlates 
with students' likelihood of enrolling. As D 10 noted, "The last couple of years we have 
been paying more attention if applicants are showing interest in us. If students are 
engaging with us frequently they tend to stay with us longer." 
Admissions representatives cited many reasons why colleges and universities 
utilize wait lists. All institutions, even the one using holds in place of wait lists, stated 
that they need wait lists to meet enrollment goals (Dl-DlO). Admissions representative 
D4 said, "First and foremost wait lists ensure that we meet our institutional target. 
Unfortunately, as much as we rely on statistics, there are still a lot of unknown 
influencing factors." It is important not just to meet enrollment goals for financial reasons 
but also not to exceed them. Too many students would overburden the campus and leave 
resources short (Dl, D4, DlO). High school counselors calling admissions offices and 
asking for a wait list over a denial is also one reason why admissions representatives D2 
and D4 wait list students. In both cases, this accounted for only a small percentage of 
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wait-listed students. D2 and D3 also described how their offices wait list students when 
the students ' profiles are not fiscally desirable to the college. 
Admissions representatives Dl and D3 commented in detail about the pressure to 
keep admission percentages as low as possible. Although they do not support the notion 
that admission rates reflect quality of institution, it does not change that some families 
think it does. D 1 commented, 
As institutions go, we are always looking to increase quality, increase selectivity. 
It is what people look for. And one of those things are, as you know with the 
various rankings that are out there, the admit rate is one of those factors that 
indicate the quality of the institution to some families. 
As a result of the public' s impression that a lower acceptance percentage indicates a 
better institution, higher-level administrators and boards of trustees care about that 
number. Admissions representative D3 explained, 
Our acceptance rate was in the forties five years ago and people were all excited 
about that. The board of trustees and the cabinet and stuff like that, last year it was 
in the sixties. And so while we made the class goal and people were happy about 
that I think there was some handwringing so to speak. The acceptance rate does 
not look so good, while the quality has been pretty much consistent over the last 
five to ten years. 
Wait lists can help admissions offices keep acceptance percentages lower. All of 
the colleges and universities represented in this study require a wait-listed student to 
respond to the wait list and indicate whether or not they would like to stay on it. When 
students opt not to stay on the wait list the status of those students changes from accept to 
deny. The same thing happens to students who choose to stay on the wait list but are 
never offered admission. Only the students accepted off the wait list enter into the 
acceptance percentage. Consequently, colleges and universities keep their acceptance 
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percentage lower with wait lists because it allows them to avoid accepting students who 
are not truly interested in attending because they are opting not to stay on the wait list. 
At the same time, when students do choose to stay on the wait list, they have a much 
greater likelihood of attending the institution because they are willing to wait into the 
summer to hear a response. Colleges then are able to accept fewer from the wait list then 
they would have to in a regular application pool because the chances of yielding those 
students are significantly enhanced 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions 
This is the first research study focused on the use of wait lists in undergraduate 
admissions. Although the sample size for this exploratory study is limited, it provides 
some insight into how students, parents, and guidance counselors experience wait lists. 
The interviews with college admissions representatives help explain the various players 
that affect admissions procedures and why institutions utilize wait lists the way they do. 
The findings of this study highlighted certain policy loopholes that allow great variability 
in the way admissions offices approach wait lists. It also showed shortcomings of 
graduate programs for school counseling that leave new professionals in the field without 
the tools they need to effectively navigate the world of college admissions. 
Relevance 
made. 
In the Staff Report to the NACAC Assembly in 2012 the following statement was 
At the 2011 NACAC Conference, members expressed concern with the stress and 
confusion caused by varying wait list practices. Members spoke about students 
who were pressed to commit to acceptance offers from the wait list within a few 
hours of being notified. Members noted that they had heard similar stories from 
colleagues about the use of wait lists (p.2). 
As a result, NACAC added twenty-four questions to their annual survey, which focused 
on wait-list practices. Of the 1,293 member institutions, 369 participated in the wait list 
survey, a 20% participation rate (Staff Report, 2012). 
The wait-list survey revealed several important trends in wait-list practices across 
the country. In 2002, in a previous survey, NACAC found 32% of institutions utilized 
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wait lists. That number jumped to 45% in 2012. NACAC examined the type of institution 
that would most likely use a wait list and found that wait list use positively correlates 
with increased selectivity. Lower yield rates also positively correlates with wait list use. 
Therefore, the institutions that have lower acceptance rates and/or lower yield rates are 
more likely to have a wait-list admission policy than an uncompetitive institution or one 
with a high yield rate. 
Regardless of what factors contribute to an institution's decision to include wait 
lists as admissions decisions, 80% of respondents have written wait list policies. These 
policies vary from institution to institution and each policy includes different features. 
The only truly consistent wait list policy from institution to institution is the requirement 
of students to either accept or deny their placements on the wait list. The remaining 
elements of wait-list policy are erratic from institution to institution. 
This variability found in the NACAC report was also noted by the guidance 
counselors who participated in this study. All five guidance counselors talked about the 
inconsistencies in wait-list policies from institution to institution. Two counselors talked 
about how the wait-list letters leave much unsaid. All the counselors disliked wait lists, 
called them "cruel", adding stress, and unclear. They commented on how not only the 
wait-list policies are unclear, but also, how the wait-list letters sent to the students are 
unclear. Hence, the counselors felt insecure about how they advise students to approach 
wait lists. 
The NACAC Survey also asked for the number of students who gained admission 
from wait lists from 2007 through 2010. Acceptance percentages for all four years 
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remained under 34%, with 2009 representing the only year over 30%. This data confirms 
the complaint that students who participated in this study consistently felt: their chances 
of acceptances off wait lists were too low. Students voiced their appreciation for the wait 
lists because even if they failed to gain acceptance, they all knew someone who the wait 
list benefited. At the same time, the students only want to put be put through the stress 
and the uncertainty of a wait list, if they have a reasonable shot of gaining admittance. 
In this study, the admissions representatives' primary reason, which they all 
agreed upon, was that wait lists are necessary to meet enrollment goals and avoid falling 
short or overenrolling a class. No one in this study debated whether or not wait lists 
should or need to exist, but the question remains: are they being overused, and are 
colleges and universities unnecessarily wait-listing applicants, who never truly possess a 
realistic shot of getting in? 
The small few that do gain acceptance to colleges and universities from a wait list 
often learn about the good news via phone call. The remaining institutions inform 
students in some form of print, either via letter, email, or secure website. Then, students 
respond to the wait-list acceptance and decide whether or not to enroll. Typically, the 
students have a select amount of time to respond which varies from institution to 
institution and from month to month. In May and June, 68% of colleges and universities 
give the students at least a week to decide whether or not they would like to enroll; by 
August, that number shrinks to 55%. 
This one-week cut-off is much shorter than the month that students are typically 
given when they are accepted in the regular decision applicant pool. All colleges, except 
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for a very few, offer decisions to applicants by April 1st and require a deposit postmarked 
by May 1st. This provides students and their families a month to revisit the institutions 
that they are most interested in, negotiate with financial aid offices, and discuss in depth 
which is the best choice for the student. When students receive acceptances from wait 
lists, they rarely, if ever, have a month, sometimes not even a week, to decide. 
In this study, several students were offered less than a week to decide whether or 
not they would like to accept the offer of admission from a wait list. One family, a single 
father (B9), raising three children and owning his own business, found it very frustrating 
that he had to drop everything and travel to Villanova University. Obviously, no one 
required him to visit campus before his daughter made her fmal decision. However, he 
wanted to make sure that she was confident in her choice to attend the College of the 
Holy Cross and felt that if she never saw Villanova, she would always wonder. 
This exploratory, qualitative study focused on the experiences of wait-listed 
students, their parents, high school guidance counselors and college admissions 
representatives. The general assembly at the NACAC Conference in the fall of2011 
brought concern over the wait-list practices at colleges and universities across the 
country. NACAC focused their survey on the experiences of college and university 
admissions offices; this study focused primarily on how the families and the guidance 
counselors experience wait lists. 
The concern that the general assembly brought to NACAC is confirmed by the 
concern voiced by the participants in this study. Students call for shorter wait lists; 
parents desire wait-list policy reform; guidance counselors plead for transparency. The 
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relevance of this study lies in the simple fact that it looks at undergraduate admission 
wait lists from the opposite perspective of the NACAC survey. The two together begin to 
provide a paint picture of the role wait lists play in the admissions world. 
Recommendations 
First Recommendation: ASCA Policy Change 
NACAC conducts an annual survey of college admissions personnel about the 
current happenings and challenges in undergraduate admissions. The results of this 
survey are shared in the annual State of College Admission report. This report celebrated 
its tenth anniversary in the fall of2012. The introduction of the State of College 
Admission succinctly described what the aggregate data suggests. 
Colleges are less able to predict their emollment trends now than they were 10 
years ago, requiring them to work harder to meet their enrollment goals. Students 
are applying to more schools to hedge against uncertainty in the admission 
process, which has an inflationary effect on the application process that feeds on 
itself. School counselors and others who help students in transition find 
themselves overwhelmed at the volume of work now associated with the process 
(p.3) 
The authors of the survey came to the same broad conclusions that this study did: 
emollment is harder to predict so colleges and universities hedge their guesses by wait-
listing students. High school counselors feel overwhelmed by the sheer complexity of the 
process, which was voiced in this study and the NACAC study. 
NACAC surveys admissions representatives and high school counselors. The 
data on high school counselors stated: "Overall, public secondary school counselors 
spend an average of around one-fourth of their time on college counseling. Private school 
counselors spend more than half oftheir time on college counseling" (p.5). In fact, the 
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high school counselors in the State of College Admission said they spent more time on 
college counseling than any other task. Helping students choose and schedule courses and 
personal needs counseling were the two tasks that counselors ranked as the second and 
third most time consuming after college admissions counseling (p.51 ). 
The counselors in this study worked in a private and public high school where 
about 95% pursue a four-year college degree upon graduating. For these counselors, 
college admissions counseling dominates the meetings they have with their juniors and 
seniors (Cl-C5). This supports NACAC' s same finding; 81% of the time that counselors 
spend on postsecondary admissions counseling is spent on individual meetings with 
students and 69% reported spending some time meeting with college admissions 
representatives who visit their high schools to recruit students (p.53). 
With high school counselors spending more time on college admissions 
counseling, it would make sense that counselors be trained on the subject before they 
enter the workforce as guidance counselors. Unfortunately, that is not the case. 
According to the ASCA (American School Counselors Association) website, not one 
single state in the USA requires a college admissions counseling course to be part of 
school counseling masters programs (www.schoolcounselor.org). Many states require 
career counseling, group counseling and multicultural counseling, but not college 
admissions counseling. A course in career counseling is a requirement for many 
programs and in many states. This course made sense as a requirement twenty years ago, 
but today' s counselors also need a course in college admissions counseling. The only 
state that actually talks about requiring some knowledge of the undergraduate admissions 
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process is Massachusetts, but they only require that graduates have some ' subject matter 
knowledge' about postsecondary resources materials. 
Knowing that the Department of Education for the state of Massachusetts 
suggests that graduate programs include information about college advising, an 
investigation of masters programs in school counseling was conducted. A survey of 
school counseling masters programs at Boston University, Boston College, UMASS 
Boston and Harvard, showed that only one institution included a mandatory course with 
specific content on college admissions counseling: Harvard. Thus, even though the 
Massachusetts Department of Education encourages the inclusion of a college admissions 
counseling course, only one of these programs offers such a course. 
The high school counselors in this study talked about how complex and lengthy 
the undergraduate admissions process has become. They also told of struggles concerning 
how to advise students who receive a wait-list decision. To help new high school 
guidance counselors entering the field, a required course on college admissions 
counseling would help the next generation of counselors feel more prepared and 
knowledgeable when assisting students with postsecondary education planning. The 
college counseling course could be designed to include SAT and ACT standardized tests, 
extended time procedures on standardized tests, the financial aid process, methods of 
applying, types of admissions decisions, Naviance and wait lists. 
Educating school counseling students, before they become professionals, about 
the resources and reports that NACAC provides would help counselors ' awareness about 
wait lists. The counselors in this study want to be empowered to help their students 
74 
successfully petition for admission from these wait lists. The counselors in this study 
desire more knowledge and professional development about the finer details of wait lists, 
what philosophical approach colleges and universities take when constructing their wait 
lists, and how students can increase their chances of gaining acceptance from a wait list. 
Providing education for counseling students on what are the current issues with wait lists 
and what complexities they bring to the college admissions process will help new 
counselors feel more prepared. It would not eliminate the complexities of wait lists, but 
it would address at least some of the concerns voiced in this study by the counselor 
participants. 
ASCA needs to reach out to the leaders of the state school counseling 
organizations and begin a conversation for the need for school counseling Masters 
Programs to include a course on college admissions counseling (which includes the topic 
of wait lists). School counselors also need to reach out to their coworkers and political 
constituents and make known the lack of preparedness that high school counselors have 
as they enter the workforce and try to help students navigate the complex college 
admissions process. A graduate course on college counseling would the next generation 
of school counselors on the complexities of wait lists. It would teach them that in-depth 
research is needed for every wait-list decision a student receives because the variability 
from university to university is so great. 
Second Recommendation: NACAC Policy Change 
NACAC guides its members according to the Statement of Principles of Good 
Practice. In the introduction of the Statement of Principles of Good Practice, which is 
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annually approved by the general assembly at the national conference, NACAC addresses 
why these principles are so important in the current admissions landscape. 
In this rapidly-changing admission landscape, it is imperative for NACAC to 
maintain a document that includes practices and policies reflecting these new 
concerns for the ethical treatment of students in the admission process. As the 
recognized leader in college admission counseling, NACAC willingly carries the 
responsibility ofbeing the only association that protects students' rights in the 
transition to postsecondary education process, through monitoring and enforcing 
ethical standards and practices (p.l) 
NACAC goes on to say that the best interests of the students will remain the focus of the 
organization. The Statement of Principles of Good Practice remains the only ethical 
guideline for undergraduate admissions practices at higher education institutions in the 
United States. 
The remainder of the Statement of Principles of Good Practice is divided into 
three sections: "mandatory practices", "interpretations of mandatory practices", and "best 
practices". This seventeen-page document addresses all aspects of the admissions process 
including testing policies, fmancial aid practices, decision deadlines, methods of 
application, and other minute details. 
The wait-list guidelines under "mandatory practices" are limited. Under item 
II)B)6, NACAC requires institution members to allow students to remain on a wait list 
without a monetary fee and to allow students to wait to make an enrollment commitment 
until written notification of acceptance from a wait list is received (p.4). In the 
"interpretations of mandatory practices", NACAC includes two clarifying points: 
a) Wait list is an admission decision option utilized by institutions to protect 
against shortfalls in enrollment, in light of fluctuations in yields. By placing a 
student on the wait list, an institution does not initially offer or deny 
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admission, but extends to the candidate the possibility of admission not later 
than August 1. 
b) Institutions should state if they are recognizing the time zone for the 
institution's location or student's location (p.11). 
The items in a) and b) listed above are intended to provide further clarification ofthe 
policy set forth under mandatory practices. Therefore, it is understood that member 
institutions will enforce the ethical guidelines presented and colleges and universities will 
not extend wait list admits past August 1st. However, admissions representative D8 
reported going to the wait list right until the start date of the new academic year. Parent 
B6 shared a story of a student she knew being accepted of the wait list at Georgetown 
University the day she was moving into her dorm room at American University. These 
two examples suggest that some institutions may not be following the guidelines. 
The last section of the Statement of Principles of Good Practice is called "best 
practices". Best practices need not be enforced but rather provide a guideline for the most 
desired standard from NACAC. In this section, the guidelines for wait-list policies 
suggest more communication and detail. 
1. Provide in the notification letter or electronic communication of those 
applicants offered a place on the wait list a history that describes the number 
of students offered places on the wait lists, the number accepting places, the 
number offered admission, and the availability of fmancial aid and housing; 
2. Allow students a reasonable amount of time (at least 72 hours) to respond to 
an offer of admission from that institution's wait list and gain admission to 
that institution's incoming class. This offer of admission should be a written 
and/or electronic communication to the student. Postsecondary institutions 
should also strive to fully inform wait list students of their fmancial aid and 
housing opportunities, if different from their normal policies (p.14 ). 
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If these "best practices" were followed families and high school guidance counselors 
would be more educated about how each college and university tailors the wait list to 
meet their needs. 
Both parents and high school guidance counselors called for more information 
about wait lists, specifically the information that is included under item 1 above. 
Counselors wanted clearer wait-list letters for the students, which would include more 
information about how many students gained admission from the wait list in the past and 
how housing and financial would be handled with students accepted off the wait list. 
Nine out often parents, who participated in this study, wanted further information 
included with the wait-list letters detailing how many students were accepted from the 
wait list in previous years and an estimate of what the statistical chances of acceptance 
might be for the current year. NACAC has these very guidelines in their "best practices". 
Therefore, the wait-list guidelines under "best practices" should be moved to 
"mandatory practices". In addition, the 72-hour minimum should be extended to at least a 
week. The recommendation for new "mandatory practices" are listed below: 
The recommendation is for NACAC to change the "mandatory practices" 
regarding wait lists to the following: 
A) Provide in the notification letter or electronic communication of those 
applicants offered a place on the wait list a history that describes the number of 
students offered places on the wait lists, the number accepting places, the number 
offered admission, and the availability of financial aid and housing; 
B) Allow students a reasonable amount of time (at least 1 week) to respond to 
an offer of admission from that institution's wait list and gain admission to that 
institution's incoming class. This offer of admission should be a written and/or 
electronic communication to the student. Postsecondary institutions should also 
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strive to fully inform wait list students of their financial aid and housing 
opportunities, 1f different from their normal policies. 
Under regular decision guidelines, students have the entire month of April to 
make an informed decision of where to enroll for postsecondary education. If accepted 
off a wait-list, the 30 days turns into 3. This is not long enough for all families to make a 
decision that might cost over 200,000 dollars. All of the students accepted off wait lists in 
this study reported that they had less than a week to decide whether or not they were 
going to accept the offer of admission. The students found that this limited amount of 
time added to their stress and did not really give their families time to digest and think 
about the options in detail. For the single father in this study, it required juggling many 
details of his life and he felt the school was being very inconsiderate of his family's 
circumstances. 
By moving these wait list guidelines to "mandatory practices", new guidelines are 
needed for "best practices". The following guidelines would now be put under "best 
practices". 
A) Students on the wait list receive notification by July 15th of a final admissions 
decision of either accept or deny. 
B) By the first week of May, wait-listed students will receive information about 
how many students chose to stay on the wait-list and what criteria will be used 
to select students for admission such as financial resources, gender, 
geographic origin, intended major, etc. 
With these new guidelines, families and high school guidance counselors would 
receive additional information that would likely lessen their stress levels and make them 
feel more confident in their understanding of how wait-list decisions are made. It would 
also provide more time for families with single-parents or other logistical challenges to 
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revisit the college or university after they receive acceptance from a wait list. Lastly, the 
July 15th deadline may actually encourage more students to stay on wait lists because 
they are provided a firm deadline of notification. It would also address the frustrations 
voiced by the students in this study who indicated that the lack of a clear decision 
deadline added to their anxiety. 
Third Recommendation: US News and World Report Policy Change 
In 2010 and 2011, NACAC created a committee to investigate the membership ' s 
viewpoint on college and university ranking. They called the committee because they 
believed that the rankings published in various magazines, books, and newspapers invited 
opportunity for unethical behavior in undergraduate admissions. The surveys the 
committee conducted found that 93.2% of admissions representatives and 96.9% of high 
school counselors believe that the US News rankings put pressure on institutions to utilize 
strategies primarily for the purpose of gaining a more attractive ranking (State of College 
Admissions, p. 67). Furthermore, 84.7% of admissions representatives and 89.4% of high 
school counselors believe that the strategies used to gain more attractive rankings cause 
counter-productive behavior at colleges and universities (State of College Admissions, p. 
68). 
The specialized NACAC committee came to the table with recommendations for 
NACAC and US News and World Report that included the removal of standardized 
testing metrics and class ranking and to develop professional development to better 
understand the rankings. The inclusion of the acceptance rate as part of the US News and 
World Report and other rankings will continue to motivate colleges and universities to 
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keep their acceptance percentages as low as possible (yield has since been taken out of 
the rankings formula) . The vast majority of professionals in this industry believe that the 
rankings fuel possible unethical behavior and the inclusion of the acceptance rate can 
ignite discussions of how to get that number as low as possible. 
Admissions representatives who participated in this study talked about the use of 
wait lists as a mechanism to keep acceptance rates lower. By wait-listing a larger number 
of students and accepting less during the regular decision cycle, colleges and universities 
are able to weed out the students who applied but were not really interested in attending. 
These students self-select to come off the wait list, turning a wait-list decision into a 
rejection. Therefore, the colleges and universities can accept a lower percentage of 
students off the wait list and receive a much higher yield. 
As long as the US News and World Report includes acceptance percentages as a 
method of validating an institution' s worth, admissions offices will be tempted to fmd 
ways to keep that acceptance percentage lower. When it comes down to it, acceptance 
rates are a measure of popularity. It does not measure the experience or publication rates 
of professors; it does not measure the quality of the student that applies or the rate of 
graduation. It simply reflects a ratio of how many students are accepted out of the total 
number of applications. Wait lists are a way to keep acceptance percentages lower, and as 
long as they are included in the US News and World Report methodologies, there is a risk 
of wait lists being utilized in unethical ways. Therefore, the recommendation from this 
study is that US News and World Report takes out acceptance rate as an indicator of 
institutional quality. 
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The Need for More Research 
This exploratory study takes a qualitative research approach to understand the 
wait-list experiences of high school guidance counselors, students, parents and college 
admissions representatives. Although the study includes the points of view of four very 
important populations, the sample size of each population is small. The high school 
counselors come from two schools, one public and one independent school. Both schools 
serve middle to upper socioeconomic communities. The students and parents come from 
one high school. More studies need to be done with different socioeconomic groups from 
all regions of the country. Future studies should also focus on the viewpoints of boards of 
trustees and upper level college and university administrators to understand their vision 
of wait lists. 
This is the first study to focus on undergraduate admissions wait lists in the 
United States. There are no peer reviewed journal articles on the subject of undergraduate 
wait lists. More research is needed to gain a greater understanding of how this type of 
admission decision affects parents and students and about the strategies and philosophies 
behind wait-list decisions. 
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Appendix A: Informed Consent for Guidance Counselors 
Boston University 
School of Education, Department of Education Leadership and Development 
Two Silber Way 
Boston, MA 02215 
INFORMED CONSENT FOR NON-MEDICAL RESEARCH 
The Wait-List Game: A Snapshot of Those Left in Limbo 
Informed Consent for Guidance Counselors 
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Meredith Scotti 
Chamberland, BA, M.Ed. and Dr. Alan Gaynor, Ph.D. at Boston University, because you 
are a high school guidance counselor helping senior students with college application 
process. Your participation is voluntary. You should read the information below, and ask 
questions about anything you do not understand, before deciding whether to participate. 
Please take as much time as you need to read the consent form. You may also decide to 
discuss participation with your family or friends. If you decide to participate, you will be 
asked to sign this form. You will be given a copy ofthis form. 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this study is to understand the perspectives of guidance counselors, 
students and parents about wait list decisions in the higher education application process. 
STUDY PROCEDURES 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a 30-45 minute 
interview with Meredith Chamberland. The interview will be audio-taped and can take 
place at the time and place of the participant's preference. After the interview is taped, it 
will be transcribed word for word. A copy of the transcript will be made available to the 
participant to check for accuracy. You will be also asked to provide names of 10 students 
who have expressed interest in participating in the study. 
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
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High school guidance counselors are very busy people and taking time out of the day to 
participate in this study may cause some stress initially. 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
You will not directly benefit from participating in this study. The results of this study 
may benefit individuals in providing a better understanding of experiences with college 
wait lists. 
PAYMENT/COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION 
You will not be paid for participating in this study. 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Any identifiable information obtained in connection with this study will remain 
confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
The members of the research team and the Boston University Institutional Review Board 
may access the data. Information from this study and study records may be reviewed and 
photocopied by the sponsor, the institution and by regulators responsible for research 
oversight such as the Office of Human Research Protections, and the Boston University 
Institutional Review Board. 
The IRB reviews and monitors research studies to protect the rights and welfare of 
research subjects. 
The data will be stored on a thumb drive indefinitely. Data will be coded with subject ID 
codes to protect privacy. Audio-tapes will be destroyed after the mandatory three year 
requirement. 
When the results of the research are published or discussed in conferences, no identifiable 
information will be used. 
PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
Your participation is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss 
of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may withdraw your consent at any 
time and discontinue participation without penalty. You are not waiving any legal claims, 
rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study. 
INVESTIGATOR'S CONTACT INFORMATION 
84 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact 
Meredith Scotti Chamberland, Principal Investigator, 101 Willow Street, Reading MA 
01867, mchamberland@austinprepschool.org, cell (617) 838-3947 or work (781) 944-
4900 ext. 844.Dr. Alan Gaynor, Faculty Sponsor, 2 Silber Way, Boston MA 02215, 
agaynor@bu.edu, (617) 721-5581. 
RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT- IRB CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about your rights as a research participant 
you may contact the IRB directly at the information provided below. You may obtain 
further information about your rights as a research subject by contacting the Boston 
University Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at 617-358-6115 or 
irb@bu.edu. 
I SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 
I have read the information provided above. I have been given a chance to ask questions. 
My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this 
study. I have been given a copy ofthis form. 
Name ofParticipant 
Signature of Participant Date 
I SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR 
I have explained the research to the participant and answered all of his/her questions. I 
believe that he/she understands the information described in this document and freely 
consents to participate. 
Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent for Admissions Representatives 
Boston University 
School of Education, Department of Education Leadership and Development 
Two Silber Way 
Boston, MA 02215 
INFORMED CONSENT FOR NON-MEDICAL RESEARCH 
The Wait-List Game: A Snapshot of Those Left in Limbo 
Informed Consent for Admissions Representatives 
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Meredith Scotti 
Chamberland, BA, M.Ed. and Dr. Alan Gaynor, Ph.D. at Boston University, because you 
are an admissions representative and make wait-list decisions. Your participation is 
voluntary. You should read the information below, and ask questions about anything you 
do not understand, before deciding whether to participate. Please take as much time as 
you need to read the consent form. You may also decide to discuss participation with 
your family or friends . If you decide to participate, you will be asked to sign this form. 
You will be given a copy ofthis form. 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this study is to understand the perspectives of guidance counselors, 
students and parents about wait list decisions in the higher education application process. 
STUDY PROCEDURES 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a 30-45 minute 
interview with Meredith Chamberland. The interview will be audio-taped and can take 
place at the time and place of the participant's preference. After the interview is taped, it 
will be transcribed word for word. A copy of the transcript will be made available to the 
participant to check for accuracy. 
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
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Admissions Representatives are very busy people and taking time out of the day to 
participate in this study may cause some stress initially. 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
You will not directly benefit from participating in this study. The results of this study 
may benefit individuals in providing a better understanding of experiences with college 
wait lists . 
PAYMENT/COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION 
You will not be paid for participating in this study. 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Any identifiable information obtained in connection with this study will remain 
confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
The members of the research team and the Boston University Institutional Review Board 
may access the data. Information from this study and study records may be reviewed and 
photocopied by the sponsor, the institution and by regulators responsible for research 
oversight such as the Office of Human Research Protections, and the Boston University 
Institutional Review Board. 
The IRB reviews and monitors research studies to protect the rights and welfare of 
research subjects. 
The data will be stored on a thumb drive indefinitely. Data will be coded with subject ID 
codes to protect privacy. Audio-tapes will be destroyed after the mandatory three year 
requirement. 
When the results of the research are published or discussed in conferences, no identifiable 
information will be used. 
PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
Your participation is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss 
of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may withdraw your consent at any 
time and discontinue participation without penalty. You are not waiving any legal claims, 
rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study. 
INVESTIGATOR'S CONTACT INFORMATION 
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If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact 
Meredith Scotti Chamberland, Principal Investigator, 101 Willow Street, Reading MA 
01867, mchamberland@austinprepschool.org, cell (617) 838-3947 or work (781) 944-
4900 ext. 844.Dr. Alan Gaynor, Faculty Sponsor, 2 Silber Way, Boston MA 02215, 
agaynor@bu.edu, (617) 721-5581. 
RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT- IRB CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about your rights as a research participant 
you may contact the IRB directly at the information provided below. You may obtain 
further information about your rights as a research subject by contacting the Boston 
University Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at 617-358-6115 or 
irb@bu.edu. 
I SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 
I have read the information provided above. I have been given a chance to ask questions. 
My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this 
study. I have been given a copy of this form. 
Name ofParticipant 
Signature of Participant Date 
SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR 
I have explained the research to the participant and answered all of his/her questions. I 
believe that he/she understands the information described in this document and freely 
consents to participate . 
. Name ofPerson Obtaining Consent 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date 
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Appendix C: Informed Consent for Students over 18 
Boston University 
School of Education, Department of Education Leadership and Development 
Two Silber Way 
Boston, MA 02215 
INFORMED CONSENT FOR NON-MEDICAL RESEARCH 
The Wait-List Game: A Snapshot of Those Left in Limbo 
Informed Consent for Students Age 18 
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Meredith Scotti 
Chamberland, BA, M.Ed and Dr. Alan Gaynor, PhD at Boston University, because you 
are a high school senior who has been wait-listed. Your participation is voluntary. You 
should read the information below, and ask questions about anything you do not 
understand, before deciding whether to participate. Please take as much tii:ne as you need 
to read the consent form. You may also decide to discuss participation with your family 
or friends . If you decide to participate, you will be asked to sign this form. You will be 
given a copy of this form. 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this study is to understand the perspectives of guidance counselors, 
students and parents about wait list decisions in the higher education application process. 
STUDY PROCEDURES 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in two rounds 
of interviews. The first interview will be approximately 40 minutes in length. The 
interview will be audio-taped and can take place at the time and place of the participant's 
preference. After the interview is taped, it will be transcribed word for word. A copy of 
the transcript will be made available to the participant to check for accuracy. The second 
interview will be approximately 30 minutes in length and will take place in August 2012 
after an enrollment decision has been made and the wait list has expired. 
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
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The college/university application and selection process can be stressful. Reflecting on 
these processes may cause some emotional distress. 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
You will not directly benefit from participating in this study. The results of this study 
may benefit individuals in providing a better understanding of experiences with college 
wait lists. 
PAYMENT/COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION 
You will not be paid for participating in this study. 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Any identifiable information obtained in connection with this study will remain 
confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
The members of the research team and the Boston University Institutional Review Board 
may access the data. Information from this study and study records may be reviewed and 
photocopied by the sponsor, the institution and by regulators responsible for research 
oversight such as the Office of Human Research Protections, and the Boston University 
Institutional Review Board. 
The IRB reviews and monitors research studies to protect the rights and welfare of 
research subjects. 
The data will be stored on a thumb drive indefinitely. Data will be coded with subject ID 
codes to protect privacy. Audio-tapes will be destroyed after the mandatory three year 
requirement. 
When the results of the research are published or discussed in conferences, no identifiable 
information will be used. 
PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
Your participation is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss 
of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may withdraw your consent at any 
time and discontinue participation without penalty. You are not waiving any legal claims, 
rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study. 
INVESTIGATOR'S CONTACT INFORMATION 
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If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact 
Meredith Scotti Chamberland, Principal Investigator, 1 01 Willow Street, Reading MA 
01867, mchamberland@austinprepschool.org, cell (617) 838-3947 or work (781) 944-
4900 ext. 844.Dr. Alan Gaynor, Faculty Sponsor, 2 Silber Way, Boston MA 02215, 
agaynor@bu.edu, (617) 721-5581. 
RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT- IRB CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about your rights as a research participant 
you may contact the IRB directly at the information provided below. You may obtain 
further information about your rights as a research subject by contacting the Boston 
University Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at 617-358-6115 or 
irb@bu.edu. 
I SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 
I have read the information provided above. I have been given a chance to ask questions. 
My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this 
study. I have been given a copy of this form. 
Name of Participant 
Signature of Participant Date 
SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR 
I have explained the research to the participant and answered all of his/her questions. I 
believe that he/she understands the information described in this document and freely 
consents to participate. 
Name ofPerson Obtaining Consent 
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Appendix D: Informed Assent for Students age 17 
Boston University 
School of Education, Department of Education Leadership and Development 
Two Silber Way 
Boston, MA 02215 
INFORMED CONSENT FOR NON-MEDICAL RESEARCH 
The Wait-List Game: A Snapshot of Those Left in Limbo 
Informed Assent for Students Age 17 
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Meredith Scotti 
Chamberland, BA, M.Ed. and Dr. Alan Gaynor, Ph.D. at Boston University, because you 
are a high school senior who has been wait-listed. Your participation is voluntary. You 
should read the information below, and ask questions about anything you do not 
understand, before deciding whether to participate. Please take as much time as you need 
to read the assent form. You may also decide to discuss participation with your family or 
friends. If you decide to participate, you will be asked to sign this form. You will be 
given a copy of this form. 
PURPOSEOFTHESTUDY 
The purpose of this study is to understand the perspectives of guidance counselors, 
students and parents about wait list decisions in the higher education application process. 
STUDY PROCEDURES 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in two rounds 
of interviews. The first interview will be approximately 40 minutes in length. The 
interview will be audio-taped and can take place at the time and place of the participant's 
preference. After the interview is taped, it will be transcribed word for word. A copy of 
the transcript will be made available to the participant to check for accuracy. The second 
interview will be approximately 30 minutes in length and will take place in August 2012 
after an enrollment decision has been made and the wait list has expired. 
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
The college/university application and selection process can be stressful. Reflecting on 
these processes may cause some emotional distress. 
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POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
You will not directly benefit from participating in this study. The results of this study 
may benefit individuals in providing a better understanding of experiences with college 
wait lists. 
PAYMENT/COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION 
You will not be paid for participating in this study. 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Any identifiable information obtained in connection with this study will remain 
confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
The members of the research team and the Boston University Institutional Review Board 
may access the data. Information from this study and study records may be reviewed and 
photocopied by the sponsor, the institution and by regulators responsible for research 
oversight such as the Office of Human Research Protections, and the Boston University 
Institutional Review Board. 
The IRB reviews and monitors research studies to protect the rights and welfare of 
research subjects. 
The data will be stored on a thumb drive indefmitely. Data will be coded with subject ID 
codes to protect privacy. Audio-tapes will be destroyed after the mandatory three year 
requirement. 
When the results of the research are published or discussed in conferences, no identifiable 
information will be used. 
PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
Your participation is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss 
of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may withdraw your assent at any 
time and discontinue participation without penalty. You are not waiving any legal claims, 
rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study. 
INVESTIGATOR'S CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact 
Meredith Scotti Chamberland, Principal Investigator, 101 Willow Street, Reading MA 
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01867, mchamberland@austinprepschool.org, cell (617) 838-3947 or work (781) 944-
4900 ext. 844.Dr. Alan Gaynor, Faculty Sponsor, 2 Silber Way, Boston MA 02215, 
agaynor@bu.edu, (617) 721-5581. 
RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT- IRB CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about your rights as a research participant 
you may contact the IRB directly at the information provided below. You may obtain 
further information about your rights as a research subject by contacting the Boston 
University Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at 617-358-6115 or 
irb@bu.edu. 
I SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 
I have read the information provided above. I have been given a chance to ask questions. 
My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this 
study. I have been given a copy of this form. 
N arne of Participant 
Signature of Participant Date 
SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR 
I have explained the research to the participant and answered all of his/her questions. I 
believe that he/she understands the information described in this document and freely 
consents to participate. 
Name of Person Obtaining Assent 
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Appendix E: Informed Consent for Parents/Guardians 
Boston University 
School of Education, Department ofEducation Leadership and Development 
Two Silber Way 
Boston, MA 02215 
INFORMED CONSENT FOR NON-MEDICAL RESEARCH 
The Wait-List Game: A Snapshot of Those Left in Limbo 
Informed Consent for Parents/Guardians 
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Meredith Scotti 
Chamberland, BA, M.Ed and Dr. Alan Gaynor, PhD at Boston University, because you 
are a parent of a high school senior who has been wait-listed. Your participation is 
voluntary. You should read the information below, and ask questions about anything you 
do not understand, before deciding whether to participate. Please take as much time as 
you need to read the consent form. You may also decide to discuss participation with 
your family or friends. If you decide to participate, you will be asked to sign this form. 
You will be given a copy of this form. 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this study is to understand the perspectives of guidance counselors, 
students and parents about wait list decisions in the higher education application process. 
STUDY PROCEDURES 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a 30-45 minute 
interview with Meredith Chamberland. The interview will be audio-taped and can take 
place at the time and place of the participant's preference. After the interview is taped, it 
will be transcribed word for word. A copy of the transcript will be made available to the 
participant to check for accuracy. 
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
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The college/university application and selection process can be stressful. Reflecting on 
these processes may cause some emotional distress. 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
You will not directly benefit from participating in this study. The results of this study 
may benefit individuals in providing a better understanding of experiences with college 
wait lists. 
PAYMENT/COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION 
You will not be paid for participating in this study. 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Any identifiable information obtained in connection with this study will remain 
confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
The members of the research team and the Boston University Institutional Review Board 
may access the data. Information from this study and study records may be reviewed and 
photocopied by the sponsor, the institution and by regulators responsible for research 
oversight such as the Office of Human Research Protections, and the Boston University 
Institutional Review Board. 
The IRB reviews and monitors research studies to protect the rights and welfare of 
research subjects. 
The data will be stored on a thumb drive indefinitely. Parents will be coded with an 
alphabetical letter; for example, guidance counselor A, guidance counselor B and so on. 
Written transcriptions will be kept indefinitely with the above mentioned coding scheme. 
Audio-tapes will be destroyed after the mandatory three year requirement. 
When the results of the research are published or discussed in conferences, no identifiable 
information will be used. 
PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
Your participation is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss 
of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Y oti may withdraw your consent at any 
time and discontinue participation without penalty. You are not waiving any legal claims, 
rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study. 
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INVESTIGATOR'S CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact 
Meredith Scotti Chamberland, Principal Investigator, 1 01 Willow Street, Reading MA 
01867, mchamberland@austinprepschool.org, cell (617) 838-3947 or work (781) 944-
4900 ext. 844.Dr. Alan Gaynor, Faculty Sponsor, 2 Silber Way, Boston MA 02215, 
agaynor@bu.edu, (617) 721-5581. 
RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT- IRB CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about your rights as a research participant 
you may contact the IRB directly at the information provided below. You may obtain 
further information about your rights as a research subject by contacting the Boston 
University Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at 617-358-6115 or 
irb@bu.edu. 
I SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 
I have read the information provided above. I have been given a chance to ask questions. 
My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this 
study. I have been given a copy of this form. 
Name ofParticipant 
Signature ofParticipant Date 
I SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR 
I have explained the research to the participant and answered all of his/her questions. I 
believe that he/she understands the information described in this document and freely 
consents to participate. 
Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
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Appendix F: Email Sent to Guidance Counselors Requesting Participation 
Hello Counselors, 
I am at the dissertation stage of my Doctorate in Education Leadership and Development 
at Boston University. I have been a guidance counselor for the past eight years, four of 
which have been spent as a director. I have worked at private and public schools, 
coeducational and single sex. 
For my dissertation, I am performing a study on college and university wait lists. Part of 
my study includes interviewing guidance counselors to understand their perspectives on 
college wait lists. I am able to work around your schedule to find the best time and place 
to meet with you regarding your perspective on college wait lists. 
As counselors, you juggle many responsibilities on a daily basis and I know how valuable 
your time is. I am available to schedule interviews during the school day if you would 
prefer, or outside of school at a place and time that is convenient and comfortable for 
you. 
Your name and the name of the school at which you work will not be disclosed in this 
dissertation to anyone at any time. An informed consent form details participants' rights 
prior to the audio-taped interview. 
If you would like to participate in this study, please let me know via email or phone ( 617-
838-3947). Thank you in advance for your time and I look forward to speaking with you 
in the near future. 
Respectfully, 
Meredith Scotti Chamberland, M.Ed. 
Doctoral Candidate, Boston University 
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Appendix G: Email Sent to Admissions Representatives Requesting Participation 
Hello Counselors, 
I am at the dissertation stage of my Doctorate in Education Leadership and Development 
at Boston University. I have been a guidance counselor for the past eight years, four of 
which have been spent as a director. I have worked at private and public schools, 
coeducational and single sex. 
For my dissertation, I am performing a study on college and university wait lists. Part of 
my study includes interviewing admissions representatives to understand their 
perspectives on college wait lists. I am able to work around your schedule to find the 
best time and place to meet with you regarding your perspective on college wait lists. 
As admissions representatives, you juggle many responsibilities on a daily basis and I 
know how valuable your time is. I am available to schedule interviews during the school 
day if you would prefer, or outside of school at a place and time that is convenient and 
comfortable for you. 
Your name and the name of the institution at which you work will not be disclosed in this 
dissertation to anyone at any time. An informed consent form details participants' rights 
prior to the audio-taped interview. 
If you would like to participate in this study, please let me know via email or phone (617-
838-3947). Thank you in advance for your time and I look forward to speaking with you 
in the near future. 
Respectfully, 
Meredith Scotti Chamberland, M.Ed. 
Doctoral Candidate, Boston University 
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Appendix H: Letter to Parents and Students Explaining the Study 
Hello Students and Parents, 
I am at the dissertation stage of my Doctorate in Education Leadership and Development 
at Boston University. I have been a guidance counselor for the past eight years, four of 
which have been spent as a director. I have worked at private and public schools, 
coeducational and single sex. 
For my dissertation, I am performing a study on college and university wait lists. Part of 
my study includes interviewing students and parents to understand their perspectives on 
college wait lists. I am looking to interview students and their parents (only one parent 
needed) to try to understand how wait list impacts student applicants and their families. 
Students will be interviewed twice: once in April or May of2012 for about 40 minutes 
and again in August for about 20 minutes. Parents will be interviewed once for about 40 
minutes. 
As high school seniors and parents of high school seniors, you juggle many 
responsibilities on a daily basis and I know how valuable your time is. I am available to 
schedule interviews during the school day if you would prefer, at a place and time that is 
convenient and comfortable for you. 
Your name and the name of your school will not be disclosed in this dissertation to 
anyone at any time. An informed consent form details participants' rights prior to the 
audio-taped interview. 
If you would like to participate in this study, please let me know via email or phone ( 61 7-
838-3947). Thank you in advance for your time and I look forward to speaking with you 
in the near future. 
Respectfully, 
Meredith Scotti Chamberland, M.Ed. 
Doctoral Candidate, Boston University 
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide for Students: Round 1 
I would like you to describe what the college application process was like for you. 
How did you go about selecting the schools you decided to apply to? 
What feelings have you experienced this year in relation to the college application and 
selection process? 
Explain what involvement your parents have had with the college application process. 
Describe any impact the addition of the college application process has had on you; your 
family? 
What were the decisions? 
What was your initial reaction to the wait-list letter like? 
What does being wait-listed feel like? 
Explain how you came to your decision to stay on the waitlist. 
How do you view the school you have been wait-listed at in comparison with the schools 
you are accepted to? 
What was your parents' reaction to the wait list letter? How did this affect you? 
Describe the impact the waitlist decision has had on you. 
How has this impacted your decision of where to emoll? 
What do you know about the school's waitlist policy? 
Would you prefer wait list decisions not to exist, forcing a denial or acceptance? Explain 
why. 
Please explain your circumstances in regards to who is paying for college and if financial 
aid or scholarships are needed. 
Please take the time to share anything with me that I may have not asked you that could 
be relevant. 
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Would you have done anything differently throughout your college application and 
selection process? 
If I told you that on average only ten percent of students are accepted off of wait lists 
across the country, what would you think about that? 
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Appendix J: Interview Guide for Students Round 2 
Tell me what has happened since we last met in April. 
How did you come to your decision of where to emoll for college/university? 
What ended up happening with your wait-list decision? 
What role, if any, did the wait list play in your decision-making process? 
What feelings do you currently have about going off to college/university? 
Now that you have had some time pass since the application process, is there anything 
that you would have done differently? 
If you could tell this upcoming year's senior class anything about the application process, 
what insights would you share with them? 
Any words of advice for future applicants? Any advice about how to handle wait lists? 
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Appendix K: Interview Guide for Parents 
Please tell me about how your family has experienced the college application process. 
Describe your role, if any, in funding a college education for your child. 
Explain how saving for your child' s college education impacted lifestyle choices such as 
vacations, home renovations or car purchases. 
How has the wait-list decision impacted your child? 
How do you view the school you have been wait listed at in comparison with the schools 
you are accepted to? 
How has the wait-list decision impacted your family? 
Explain what you know about wait-list decisions. 
In an ideal world, what information would an institution include in its wait-list letter? 
To what extent, if at all, has the wait list decision affected where your child emolls? 
Describe any financial considerations that are impacting how you handle the wait-list 
decision. 
If I told you that on average only ten·percent of students are accepted off of wait lists 
across the country, what would you think about that? 
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Appendix L: Interview Guide for Guidance Counselors 
It would be helpful to know how long you have been a counselor and what type of 
schools you have worked at. 
Please describe your expertise on the college application and selection process. 
How do you see families and students handling the college application process 
(psychologically)? 
How does the application process affect students in your experience? 
How do you view college/university wait lists? 
What information do you think should be shared with students in terms of an institution' s 
wait- list policy? 
Describe any wait list trends you have noticed. 
What do you see as an effective way to help a student gain acceptance off a wait list? 
Explain how wait-list decisions affect your job. 
Explain how wait-list decisions impact the school environment/senior class. 
How many wait-list decisions did your students receive in each of the last five years? 
If I told you that on average only ten percent of students are accepted off of wait lists 
across the country, what would you think about that? 
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Appendix M: Interview Guide for College and University Admissions 
Representatives 
It would be helpful to know how long you have been an admissions representative and 
what type of schools you have worked at (in general terms). 
How complicated is it for you to predict yield? 
How accurate, in your opinion, do you believe your yield predictions have been in the 
past two years? 
I have read about 'tags' in my literature review. Can you explain to me a little bit how 
they play a role in admissions at your university/college? 
I have also read about two different views on college admissions: the student centered 
and the institution centered. Please explain, in your opinion, what viewpoint your 
institution comes from? Why? 
For the applicants for the class of2015 could you please share with me the following: the 
number of applicants, the number accepted, the number denied, the number offered the 
wait list, the number who stayed on the wait list and the number you accepted off of the 
wait list. 
Describe the players and the strategy involved in constructing the wait list. 
At approximately what date were you finished handing out wait list acceptances? 
What information is included in a wait list letter? 
If you could write your own version a wait list letter, what would it include? 
How many students have you accepted off the wait list in the last five years? 
What factors come to play when deciding which students are accepted from the wait list? 
Explain whether or not you would be able to attain the same yield with a smaller waitlist. 
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